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About the Book

It’s not easy being a dictator these days. Since the end of the Cold War, dictatorships worldwide have been on the decline and those that survive have changed dramatically. Not so long ago, blunt weapons were used to keep citizens under control, but in a globalised world connected to new media more subtle methods for preserving power have replaced yesterday’s forms of intimidation.

The Dictator’s Learning Curve gives a fascinating insight into the way dictators are adapting to the demands of the modern world, and their insidious efforts to disguise their regimes as democracies. Mubarak, Ben Ali and Gaddafi may be gone, but the Arab Spring is only the latest front in a worldwide battle between freedom and oppression. In this page-turning and authoritative book, William J. Dobson illuminates the connections and differences between authoritarian regimes in places as far apart as Russia, China, Venezuela, Egypt and Malaysia. Drawing on first-hand testimony from those close to these governments and those who challenge them – from incarcerated dissidents, student revolutionaries, to Serbian and American ‘trainers in nonviolent revolution’ – Dobson shows that we are witnessing an incredible moment in the war between dictators and democracy.
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Democracy, freedom, human rights have come to have a definite meaning to the people of the world which we must not allow any nation to so change that they are made synonymous with suppression and dictatorship.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT SPEAKING AT THE SORBONNE,

SEPTEMBER 28, 1948


INTRODUCTION

PETER ACKERMAN SITS in his spacious corner office at the end of Pennsylvania Avenue. From his perch, he literally looks down on the World Bank. The sixty-four-year-old Ackerman is the managing director of Rockport Capital Incorporated, a discreet boutique investment house, and on a crystal clear August afternoon he is walking me through a PowerPoint presentation, talking to me about “risk returns.”1 The slides, however, have nothing to do with investments, dividends, or finance; rather, the topic is the best way to overthrow a dictator.

Twenty-five years ago, Ackerman would have seemed an unlikely person to be giving advice on how to confront the world’s worst regimes. He was too busy making a killing on Wall Street, the right-hand man to the junk bond king Michael Milken. In 1988, Ackerman earned $165 million2 for organizing the $25 billion leveraged buyout of RJR Nabisco. When an insider-trading scandal broke,3 sending Milken to jail, Ackerman paid $80 million in fines and walked away with roughly $500 million.

A considerable part of that fortune is now being channeled into helping topple tyranny around the globe. In 2002, Ackerman founded the International Center on Nonviolent Conflict, which runs seminars, workshops, and training sessions on successful nonviolent strategies and tactics for overthrowing repressive regimes. Activists from Egypt, Iran, Russia, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, and dozens of other countries know Ackerman well. Some have visited these top-floor offices in Foggy Bottom. Some have attended his workshops in half a dozen different foreign capitals. Others have watched his films—most commonly, Bringing Down a Dictator, which tells the story of how young Serbs deposed Slobodan Milošević in October 2000. The film won a Peabody Award and has been translated into Arabic, Farsi, Mandarin, Vietnamese, and at least seven other languages. Georgians widely credited the film for helping to inspire their 2003 Rose Revolution, a peaceful democratic rebellion that removed the former Communist boss Eduard Shevardnadze. In 2006, Ackerman also got into the video game business, paying for the development of A Force More Powerful, a game that lets activists practice their strategies for ousting tyrants in a virtual world. He has had thousands of copies smuggled into some of the world’s most repressive countries. In 2010, he released a new version of the game called People Power. (“The game is the most subversive thing4 I have ever done,” he says. “I have spent millions improving it.”) When I ask him why he is making the task of defeating tyrants his life’s work, he looks at me and says, “I’m just in the distribution business. I’m just responding to demand, that’s all.” And, he could have added, business is good.

It is not easy being a dictator today. Not long ago, an autocrat, whether a nationalist strongman, revolutionary hero, or Communist apparatchik, could use blunt weapons to keep his people under his thumb. Joseph Stalin sent millions of his countrymen to the gulag. Mao Zedong launched mass revolutionary campaigns targeting intellectuals, capitalists, and any group in China he believed to be insufficiently “red.” His Great Leap Forward cost more than 35 million lives in a handful of years. The regime of the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin murdered as many as 500,000 people. In three years, nearly 2 million Cambodians died in Pol Pot’s killing fields. In February 1982, Hafez Assad crushed an uprising in the Syrian city of Hama. After besieging the city with attack helicopters and heavy artillery, his troops went house to house. More than 25,000 Syrians were slaughtered before the month was over.

Dictators are still capable of great crimes. But today the world’s despots have more forces arrayed against them than ever before. With the end of the Cold War, many lost their chief sponsor and economic lifeline in the Soviet Union. The democracy promotion business became a cottage industry, almost overnight: an army of Western experts, activists, and election monitors now stands at the ready to shine a spotlight on human rights abuses, gross corruption, and election rigging. Twenty years ago, Beijing’s leaders only needed to worry about the glare of television cameras when the tanks rolled into Tiananmen Square. As soon as the Chinese Communist Party declared martial law, it literally pulled the plug on CNN’s broadcast.5 No longer. In 2006, an expedition of European mountain climbers6 filmed Chinese soldiers shooting Tibetan monks, women, and children on a nineteen-thousand-foot mountain pass high in the Himalayas. The slaughter was quickly broadcast on YouTube and led to denunciations of China’s violence toward refugees by international human rights groups. In 2011, Syria banned all foreign journalists from reporting on the country’s uprising against Bashar Assad’s regime. No matter; each day Syrian activists posted shocking footage of the government’s brutal repression, as peaceful protesters and funeral processions became targets for the regime’s snipers. Today, the world’s dictators can surrender any hope of keeping their worst deeds secret: if you order a violent crackdown—even on a Himalayan mountain pass—you now know it will likely be captured on an iPhone and broadcast around the world. The costs of tyranny have never been this high.

The tide began to turn against dictators long before the Internet or Twitter, and even well before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Their troubles really began in Portugal in 1974. To be precise, they began at 12:257 the morning of April 25, when a Lisbon radio station played the song “Grândola, Vila Morena,” a signal to units in the Portuguese military to commence a coup. By the next day, Portugal’s dictator, Marcello Caetano, had been driven into exile. According to the scholar Samuel Huntington, the political forces released on that day marked the beginning8 of a global democratic wave that would lead to authoritarian regimes giving way to democracy for decades to come.

After Portugal, a string of right-wing dictatorships9 collapsed across southern Europe. The military juntas in Latin America and authoritarians in East Asia followed. All were shocks, but the 1989 collapse of Communist governments across Eastern Europe was a seismic shift. In 1974, there had been only forty-one democracies throughout the globe. By 1991, when the Soviet Union also fell, the number of democratic governments had jumped to seventy-six.

And it proved to be only Act I of democracy’s boom years. Africa soon accounted for more than a dozen new democracies. Key democratic transitions occurred in major states like Indonesia and Mexico. By 1998, the United States had set up democracy promotion programs in more than a hundred countries. Serbia’s revolution added another country to the democratic column in 2000. The “color revolutions” in Georgia in 2003, Ukraine in 2004, and Kyrgyzstan in 2005 symbolized the high-water mark of freedom’s advance against authoritarianism. By 2005, the number of democracies in the world had more than tripled since Portugal’s young military officers first heard that song on the radio.

But then something changed. The democratic tide crested, and the world’s most unsavory regimes—a mélange of dictators, strongmen, and authoritarian governments—made a comeback. Political freedom around the world declined10 for the next five years, according to Freedom House’s annual survey. The five-year drop was the longest continuous decline in political rights and civil liberties since the watchdog organization began measuring these trends forty years ago. Military coups overturned democratic governments in Asia, while a populist brand of authoritarianism gained ground in South America. Even the fresh success stories in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan appeared to unravel. In 2010, the number of democracies had dropped to its lowest point since 1995. More broadly, the percentage of countries designated “free” had remained unchanged for more than a decade, frozen at roughly 46 percent. Huntington’s wave appeared to have run its course.

The problem didn’t rest with democracy itself. As the Arab Spring reminded everyone in 2011, even amid a global recession, the ideals of political and economic freedom have not lost their saliency. People everywhere still aspire to be free. What changed is the nature of dictatorship. Today’s dictators and authoritarians are far more sophisticated, savvy, and nimble than they once were. Faced with growing pressures, the smartest among them neither hardened their regimes into police states nor closed themselves off from the world; instead, they learned and adapted. For dozens of authoritarian regimes, the challenge posed by democracy’s advance led to experimentation, creativity, and cunning. Modern authoritarians have successfully honed new techniques, methods, and formulas for preserving power, refashioning dictatorship for the modern age.

Today’s dictators understand that in a globalized world the more brutal forms of intimidation—mass arrests, firing squads, and violent crackdowns—are best replaced with more subtle forms of coercion. Rather than forcibly arrest members of a human rights group, today’s most effective despots deploy tax collectors or health inspectors to shut down dissident groups. Laws are written broadly, then used like a scalpel to target the groups the government deems a threat. (In Venezuela, one activist joked that President Hugo Chávez rules through the motto “For my friends, everything,11 for my enemies, the law.”) Rather than shutter all media, modern-day despots make exceptions for small outlets—usually newspapers—that allow for a limited public discussion. Today’s dictators pepper their speeches with references to liberty, justice, and the rule of law. Chinese Communist Party leaders regularly invoke democracy12 and claim to be the country’s elected leaders. And modern authoritarians understand the importance of appearances. In the twentieth century, totalitarian leaders would often hold elections and claim an absurd percentage of the ballots. Soviet leaders routinely stole elections by announcing they won an improbable 99 percent of the vote. Today, the Kremlin’s operatives typically stop stuffing the ballot boxes when they reach 70 percent. Modern dictators understand it is better to appear to win a contested election than to openly steal it.

We like to believe that authoritarian regimes are dinosaurs—clumsy, stupid, lumbering behemoths, reminiscent of the Soviet Union in its final days or some insecure South American banana republic. And to be sure, a small handful of retrograde, old-school dictatorships have managed to limp into the twenty-first century. They are the North Koreas, Turkmenistans, and Equatorial Guineas of the world. But they represent dictatorship’s past. They make little to no effort to appear to be anything other than what they are. They have been reduced to remote outposts while other regimes have learned to evolve, change, and, in some cases, thrive. No one wants to be the next North Korea.

Totalitarianism proved to be a distinctly twentieth-century phenomenon. It was the most ambitious undemocratic gamble ever made, and it performed poorly. Arguably, only North Korea clings to the totalitarian method, enabled in large part by its development of a nuclear weapons program and the late Kim Jong Il’s willingness to starve his own people. But modern dictators work in the more ambiguous spectrum that exists between democracy and authoritarianism. Most strive to win their people’s support by making them content, but failing that, they are happy to keep their critics off balance through fear and selective forms of intimidation. “My father used to say13 that he would rather live in a dictatorship like Cuba,” Alvaro Partidas, a Venezuelan activist, told me. “At least there you knew if you criticized the government, they would put you in prison. Here they rule through uncertainty.”

From a distance, many of the world’s leading authoritarians look almost democratic. Their constitutions will often provide for a division of powers among the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary. There may be important differences among them: some have one legislative house instead of two, some offices are appointed rather than elected, different bodies have varying degrees of oversight. But many of the institutional features of authoritarian states—at least on paper—have close analogues to some of the most boring, humdrum European democracies.

Take, for example, Russia. Even as Vladimir Putin became increasingly authoritarian, he never did violence to the Russian constitution;14 he worked in the seams of Russia’s political system, centralizing power through channels that could at least appear to be democratic. Thus, critics could complain that the Kremlin’s requirement of minimum voting thresholds to win election to the parliament—each party must capture at least 7 percent of the vote—is a cynical ploy to block opposition candidates. Indeed, it was. But Putin could point to similar requirements in the electoral systems of democratic stalwarts like Poland, Germany, and the Czech Republic. Likewise, in Venezuela, Hugo Chávez has proposed replacing the direct elections of governors with presidential appointments for regional leaders. Again, it is a transparent attempt to centralize political power and eliminate opponents. And it is also a feature of some of the world’s most placid democracies, countries like the Baltic states of Estonia and Lithuania. The point is that on their own these revisions are not abuses of power. Many of the features of a modern authoritarian regime are individually not at odds with a healthy democracy. A discrete piece of a government’s mechanics can be highly ambiguous. After all, even aspects of American democracy—like the Electoral College and the Federal Reserve—are undemocratic. You must, instead, look at how a modern authoritarian political system works in practice. To do so, you must get up close.

Few know better how dictatorships have remade themselves than Ludmilla Alexeeva. The eighty-four-year-old human rights defender is one of the last Russian dissidents who can trace her resistance to official Moscow to the late 1960s, to the early days of the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev. Even now, frail and unable to walk far without assistance, she spearheads a movement to win Russians their right to freely assemble. On the morning I sat with her in her apartment in Moscow, the phone rang off the hook. (“Human rights defenders are in demand15 today,” she said, laughing. “We are very popular in our country.”) When she began as an activist, the risks were grave. A Soviet dissident needed to be “prepared to sacrifice himself or one day find himself in prison or in a mental clinic. Nowadays, the same person must face that he can either be made disabled or murdered.” Once the regime would have arrested someone, and he would never be heard from again. Now he has an accident or appears to be the victim of a random attack.

Likewise, the Soviet citizen had few legal protections. That is not true of Russians today. “The Russian constitution guarantees the same set of freedoms and rights as any Western constitution,” says Alexeeva. “But actually only one right is really observed—the right to travel abroad, to leave.” The effect is that many people who might have opposed the regime simply left. Thus, while the dictatorship of the Soviet system required closed borders,16 the authoritarianism of Putin’s Russia aims to sustain itself with open borders and passports. The world may have changed, but the savviest dictators have not been sitting still. As fast as their world may have turned upside down, as fast as the old rules may no longer apply, so too did the most skilled regimes learn and adapt.

At its root, a dictatorship’s most inviolable principle is the centralization of power. It is that principle—the control of the many by the few—that makes today’s authoritarian regimes increasingly anachronistic. In every venue of modern life, hierarchies are falling, institutions are flattening, and the individual is left empowered. The central tenets of dictatorship become more outmoded every day. Thus, in a world of unfettered information and open borders, authoritarian regimes are conscious, man-made projects that must be carefully built, polished, and reinforced. The task is less complicated for the pariah states that have chosen to fall into a defensive crouch and hold the world at bay. They may endure for years or decades, but it is hard to see how they are not imprisoned by the walls they build to protect themselves. More complex are the modern dictatorships that choose to interact and open themselves to the very pressures that have imperiled others. They seek to blend repression with regulation to gain the most from the global political system without jeopardizing their grip on power. There is a deliberate architecture to the modern authoritarian regime, and it requires constant repair and refurbishment. And not just because of abstract forces of modernity. Because, as dictators have become more nimble, so too have those who threaten to tear them down.

This book is the story of a global contest, a struggle with battles and skirmishes that are often hidden from view but are transpiring every day. But as much as is written about U.S. democracy promotion or UN intervention, today the struggle between democracy and dictatorship is rarely, almost never, a conflict between or among nations; it is a contest between people. The truth is that sovereign states are usually too slow to act, even when they see a regime teetering on the edge of revolution. The United States did not abandon its autocratic allies in Tunisia and Egypt in 2011 until the last possible moment and remained hesitant to push against a despised regime like Syria. Even in 1989, as the Berlin Wall came down, American diplomats worried about what the new political landscape would bring, going so far as to caution former Soviet states against declaring their independence. It is not that the United States’ role does not matter. It does; indeed it can be decisive. But like it or not, it is rare that the United States’ interest in democratic change—even a change that might remove a reviled strongman—is not balanced by competing interests or fears of the unknown. Seldom do the variables line up as they did in the final months of Muammar Gaddafi’s Libya, where the international community managed to agree to move against a hobbled dictatorship with few friends on the verge of committing a gross humanitarian tragedy.

Authoritarian regimes are not particularly fearful of the United States. Why should they be? We are too intertwined. The United States is one of China’s largest trading partners, is the biggest buyer of Venezuelan oil, sends billions in aid to the Egyptian military, and courts Russian diplomatic support on a range of crucial strategic issues. Authoritarian governments rarely fret over United Nations sanctions or interference from a foreign human rights group that can be easily expelled. Indeed, the mere threat of foreign intervention, whether from the United States, the United Nations, or a body like the International Criminal Court, can be a useful foil for stirring up nationalist passions and encouraging people to rally around the regime.

What dictators and authoritarians fear most is their own people; they know the most potent threats to their rule are homegrown. Peter Ackerman understands this as well. In fact, he doesn’t believe a dictatorship is ever “ripe” to fall. In his view, there are no conditions that are more or less favorable for a nonviolent revolution. Regimes that once seemed on the brink remain in power. Dictatorships no one expected to collapse disintegrated in a matter of days. There are no clear correlations to be drawn between a regime’s brutality, economic hardship, ethnic makeup, or cultural history and the probability of revolution today, tomorrow, or ten years from now. What matters is how you play the game. It is a question of skills—the skills of a regime versus the skills of its opponents. The side that engages in the best preparation and demonstrates the most unity and discipline is most likely to win out. That, better than anything else, explains why the people Ackerman invests in are the people dictators fear most.

When observers look at only one side of the coin—the dictators—they see regimes that appear all-powerful. They concentrate on a dictatorship’s massive security apparatus, its divisions of riot police, soldiers, intelligence officers, informants, and paid thugs. They focus on the regime’s tight grip on media, major industries, the courts, and political parties. Perhaps they see a culture of fear, grinding poverty for the majority of society, and government coffers fed by corruption and control of oil fields or other natural resources. And of course there is the brutality: any regime that has no compunction about jailing, torturing, or murdering its critics will not be easily ousted, so the thinking goes. When they consider all of these conditions, outsiders see little reason to believe anything will change soon. So when the revolution does come—whether it be in the Philippines, Poland, South Korea, Indonesia, Serbia, Tunisia, or countless other places—most experts, academics, and policy makers write it off as a fluke, a rare or unique circumstance unlikely to be repeated. “There isn’t an expert17 who has ever predicted one of these [revolutions],” says Ackerman from across his desk. “In fact, they have been in a state of denial until the moment they’ve happened. Then, after the dictator falls and loses, they say, ‘Well, the guy was a pussycat anyway.’ ”

The piece of the puzzle they are missing is an appreciation of the skills of those who seek to topple a dictator. They don’t watch as activists learn how to mobilize a movement, chip away at a regime’s legitimacy, or master the tools of propaganda. They don’t pay attention to how democratic movements learn from each other, bringing new and innovative tactics to the fight.

Two years ago, I set out to witness this battle firsthand. The front lines in this fight are far-flung. I traveled to a range of authoritarian countries—a list that included China, Egypt, Malaysia, Russia, and Venezuela—to look up close at what innovations, techniques, or methods these regimes had employed to maintain their rule. To do so, I met with the people who served the regimes, the political advisers, ideologues, cronies, technocrats, and officials who helped to perpetuate its rule.

I also met the diverse and unexpected army of people determined to overthrow some of the world’s most sophisticated dictatorships. My reporting led me to Venezuelan students, Russian environmentalists, Chinese lawyers, Egyptian bloggers, Malaysian opposition leaders, and Serbian revolutionaries. Perhaps more surprisingly, I discovered that today’s activists and democratic movements are talking to each other, studying each other’s work, and brainstorming ideas. A Venezuelan student leader can fly to Mexico City to have Serbian activists—who ousted their own dictator ten years earlier—teach him how to identify Hugo Chávez’s weaknesses.

Across the globe, I walked the unmarked battlefields of the struggle that is being waged to determine the balance of power between dictatorships and democracies: the coffee shops where activists conspire, the forests where campaigns are hatched, the slums where anger slowly burns, the streets where youth begin to fight, the prisons where a dictator’s enemies languish. This conflict has fractured in a thousand directions, with rapidly modernizing regimes squaring off against an unlikely collection of individuals and organizations who are moving up their own learning curve. In more than two hundred interviews, I listened to both sides as they laid out their strategies for survival and success.

Even as I reported, the newest chapter in this battle was being written in the Middle East. Until 2011, it had been the only region in the world that lacked a single democracy, with the exception of Israel. The average Arab leader ruled for more than sixteen years. The Middle East lagged behind the rest of the world in almost every measure of what makes a people free. But as in Portugal in 1974, the revolution began in the least likely of places, Tunisia, a country that had long been considered to have one of the sturdiest regimes in the region. On December 17, 2010, local police harassed Mohamed Bouazizi, a fruit vendor in the Tunisian city of Sidi Bouzid. Ashamed, angry, and pushed beyond what he could accept, Bouazizi took his own life in a public act of self-immolation. The world watched as the popular rebellion inspired by a single man’s death spread from one country to the next. After Tunisia fell, the revolution jumped to Egypt, the political and cultural epicenter of the Middle East. Massive protests sprang up in Bahrain and Yemen, just as Libya descended into carnage and then outright civil war. The shocks were soon felt in Algeria, Jordan, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Sudan as protests and rallies of varying size came to life. Even after the brutal forty-two-year reign of Gaddafi came to its violent end, the fires continued to burn in Syria as Assad struggled to combat a widening campaign to topple the regime his father had built. A fruit vendor takes his own life, and the Middle East is turned upside down. Is it the beginning of a new democratic wave?

The truth is it is too soon to say. It took nearly fifteen years for Samuel Huntington to confidently identify his democratic wave, and the task of building a democracy is harder than razing a dictatorship, as Egypt learned all too well. The pace of progress will be uneven. Autocrats who clung on may soon find their grips loosening again. But regardless of how quickly deeper change comes, the first casualty of these revolutions is the idea that some corners of the world are somehow immune to democratic demands. What the Arab Spring revealed is something that young people, hardened activists, and outspoken critics of these regimes had long known: that in repressive countries around the world there is a battle being waged between the ruler and the ruled, a struggle between warring camps as the future of democracy and dictatorship hangs in the balance.


CHAPTER 1 THE CZAR

AS A KGB officer, Lieutenant Colonel Vladimir Putin had one foreign assignment. In 1985, at the age of thirty-two, Putin was stationed in Dresden,1 East Germany. He moved there with his wife and his one-year-old daughter, Masha; soon after they arrived, his second daughter, Katya, was born. The Putins lived in a drab apartment building. Most of their neighbors were members of the Stasi, the East German intelligence agency. But the location was convenient, putting Putin a short five-minute walk from the KGB’s headquarters at 4 Angelikastrasse. As a case officer, the young Putin recruited sources, ran agents, gathered the latest scuttlebutt on East German leaders, and cabled his analysis back to Moscow. For a Soviet spy, it was fairly unremarkable stuff. What was more remarkable were the years that he lived there. Putin remained in Dresden, on the edge of the Soviet Empire, from 1985 until January 1990. He was, in other words, a witness to the collapse of a dictatorship, and of the Soviet system that followed soon thereafter.

The German Democratic Republic was a postcard of a twentieth-century totalitarian state. The Stasi had infiltrated all parts of life. It kept secret files2 on more than six million East Germans; in Dresden alone, the files the secret police compiled would stretch almost seven miles.3 According to the regime’s own records,4 the East German government employed 97,000 people and had another 173,000 working as informants. Nearly one in every 60 citizens was somehow tied to the state’s security apparatus. Even as a KGB officer, Putin was shocked at how “totally invasive”5 the government’s surveillance was of its own citizens. He later described his time in East Germany as “a real eye-opener for me.” “I thought I was going to an Eastern European country, to the center of Europe,” he told a Russian interviewer. But it wasn’t that. “It was a harshly totalitarian country, similar to the Soviet Union, only 30 years earlier.”

As a Soviet intelligence officer working in a client state, Putin very likely saw signs of East Germany’s rot before others. He likely would have read the Stasi reports—many of which were sent unfiltered to Moscow—that painted an increasingly dark picture. These reports documented the rising demands6 of the people and described the regime’s own economic record keeping as fraudulent. He would have seen the signs of a moribund economy, as government subsidies had long outstripped state revenue. In 1989, near the end, the signs of collapse were on his doorstep. There was a run on Dresden banks.7 At the Dresden train station, crowds tried to fight their way onto trains8 bound for the West. On October 4, ten thousand East Germans gathered, and the police used truncheons and tear gas to keep them from overrunning the station to board the cars. The crowds tripled in size over the next several days.

The confusion of watching a Soviet outpost collapse around him was quickly followed by fear. The ties that bound the Stasi and the KGB were plain to anyone. The East German officers referred to their Soviet counterparts as “the friends.” Indeed, the KGB station where Putin worked was across the street from the Stasi’s offices. After the Berlin Wall was breached, Putin and his colleagues set about covering their tracks. “We destroyed everything—all our communications, our lists of contacts, and our agents’ networks. I personally burned a huge amount of material,” Putin later recalled. “We burned so much stuff that the furnace burst.” On December 6, when crowds of East Germans stormed the Stasi’s building, Putin worried that they would direct their anger across the street at him and his colleagues. And they almost did. As angry East Germans began to assemble, Putin went outside to address the crowd. Claiming he was no more than a translator, he told them it was a Soviet military organization and they should move on. Worried about the crowd’s aggressive mood, Putin called the detachment of local Soviet military officers to protect them. And he remembers being told, “We cannot do anything without orders from Moscow. And Moscow is silent.” His fear turned to alienation. “That business of ‘Moscow is silent’—I got the feeling then that the country no longer existed. That it had disappeared.”

It is hard to imagine that those years did not leave a mark on the psyche of the young intelligence officer. Putin saw firsthand the costs and inefficiencies of the East German police state. He watched as the country’s centrally planned economy fell further behind and East German officials worked furiously to hide these failings with subsidies they could never recover. And the experience brought home the weaknesses of the Soviet system that he served as well. “Actually, I thought the whole thing was inevitable,” Putin later said, referring to the fall of the Berlin Wall. “I only regretted that the Soviet Union had lost its position in Europe, although intellectually I understood that a position built on walls and dividers cannot last. But I wanted something different to rise in its place. And nothing different was proposed. That’s what hurt. They just dropped everything and went away.”

Putin saw Moscow’s failure to recognize its weaknesses and then adapt as a catastrophe. Having been its foot soldier, left practically alone to defend its interests from an angry mob, he longed for the strong, sovereign Russian state that had once been. He felt frustration that the center had never listened to the periphery. “Didn’t we warn them about what was coming? Didn’t we provide them with recommendations on how to act?” recalled Putin.

Nearly ten years later to the day, that young KGB agent would become Russia’s second president, unexpectedly replacing Boris Yeltsin as his health and personal popularity failed him. Putin’s experience from those years may explain what he meant when, later as president, he said, “He who does not regret9 the break-up of the Soviet Union has no heart; he who wants to revive it in its previous form has no head.”

“A Kind of Dream of the Soviet Past”

On January 1, 2000, Putin made a pledge to the Russian people. Few people he addressed that day were happy with what Russia had become. The decade that had followed the collapse of the Soviet Union had been marked by economic hardship, crisis, and unpredictability. The country’s early experiment in democracy had seemingly spawned little more than feuding politicians and fractious political parties that everyone assumed (probably rightly) were on the take. Cynicism rose as Russians came to believe that they had traded the sins of communism for the false promises of a corrupt democratic system. Worse yet, they felt as though they had been duped: they had followed the democratic model set by the West and had only been repaid with suffering, as a few profited at the expense of everyone else. And as if to add insult to injury, their country had been reduced from a superpower to something far more middling.

The moment, therefore, was ripe for what Putin promised on the first day of the new century. Beyond the pledges of growth and renewal, Putin offered the thing that everyday Russians missed most: “stability, certainty, and the possibility of planning10 for the future—their own and that of their children—not one month at a time, but for years and decades.” They were welcome words to those yearning for safety and security after a decade that left Russians feeling vulnerable and forced to fend for themselves. Putin’s vision was of a strong, resilient Russia that would return to its natural place as a great power. Moscow would no longer be silent.

Although he did not spell out how this stability would be achieved, Putin’s plan gradually revealed itself. If there is one defining characteristic of Putin’s brand of authoritarianism, it is the centralization of power. If Russian politics had become too noisy, divisive, and tumultuous, Putin set out to tame it. Russia would become more stable and predictable because it would, in essence, be directed by one man and the small circle of people around him. It was, as Putin and others would sometimes describe it, a “power vertical.” Among Russia’s political and economic institutions, the Kremlin would not settle for being first among equals; everything would be subordinate to it.

Putin began with the oligarchs.11 These Russian tycoons, many of whom had been awarded sweetheart deals for major centers of industry like gas, minerals, and steel, had become fabulously wealthy during the years of cowboy capitalism that followed the Soviet Union’s collapse. Within two months of Putin’s inauguration, the Kremlin warned these billionaire businessmen that they would be either loyal or out of business. Those who challenged this advice quickly found themselves in exile or prison. None learned this lesson harder than the oil magnate Mikhail Khodorkovsky, who was arrested when SWAT teams stormed his corporate jet in 2003 and placed him under arrest. His prosecution was clearly politically motivated, and the trial was widely criticized for gross irregularities. Nevertheless, he remains in prison to this day, an object lesson for anyone who fails to heed Putin’s warning.

The country’s regional governors followed. In a land the size of Russia, these governors had been able to run their corners of the country as personal fiefdoms. Under Yeltsin, Kremlin edicts had been treated as suggestions, more easily ignored than enforced. This, too, would eventually come to an abrupt end. In 2005, Putin did away with the direct election of Russia’s governors, opting instead to give himself the power to appoint them. In addition, their finances would now be supervised by Kremlin loyalists, whose ranks were drawn from Putin’s friends in the KGB.

Perhaps most remarkable was the way in which Putin brought the media to heel.12 At the beginning of Putin’s presidency, only one of the top three television networks was state owned. Three years later, the Kremlin controlled all three. (The oligarchs who owned two of the main television networks—ORT and NTV—were forced to sell their shares or face imprisonment. Both sold and fled the country.) Kremlin cronies also began to buy up the largest-circulation newspapers and magazines. Today the Russian government controls roughly 93 percent of all media outlets.13 Some print publications and radio stations are still able to operate with a measure of independence; the radio station Ekho Moskvy, for example, is one of the most critical remaining voices. But more incredible than the takeover of many Russian media companies is the degree to which the Kremlin is willing to manipulate the news—especially the news you see on TV.

Until recently, a senior Kremlin official met with the directors of the three major TV channels every Friday14 to plan the news coverage for the week to come. Television managers reportedly received a steady stream of phone calls throughout the week, honing how that coverage should be presented, even delving sometimes into how a particular news story should be edited. The Kremlin is not shy about giving TV executives instructions to follow. For example, after Dmitri Medvedev became president in 2008, the television networks were instructed that news broadcasts each day were to begin with coverage of him, followed by nearly equal time for Prime Minister Putin, whether or not either of them did anything newsworthy. When I was in Moscow, I would watch the evening news just to see how bizarrely balanced the coverage between the two men would be, with each of them getting roughly the same airtime. A senior television executive at one of the networks called this rule “the principle of informational parity.” A journalist from Russian Newsweek reported on visiting one of the state-controlled radio stations. While there, he saw notes in front of the radio announcers reminding them to “say only good things about Kazakhstan” and “don’t mention that Dmitri and Svetlana Medvedev arrived to the summit separately.”

The Kremlin wasn’t satisfied with simply taming billionaires, governors, and media heads, though; it also sought to stage-manage politics. From as far back as his Millennium Statement, Putin always stressed the need for political and social unity. He naturally sought to extend this cohesion to the realm of political parties, which had been among the most unpredictable and fractious players in post-Communist Russia. But Putin and his team did not wish to crush all opposition with a single dominant ruling party. Rather, they engineered space for a small handful of opposition parties15 to exist and in some instances invented the parties out of whole cloth. These parties—typically referred to as the systemic opposition—ostensibly play the role of regime critics while never pushing their criticism beyond the boundaries set by the Kremlin. In their ideological orientation, these opposition voices are intended to represent social interests—namely, nationalists, the poor, and older voters—who may feel neglected or dissatisfied with the ruling party, United Russia. But they regularly demonstrate their fealty, as in December 2007, when the heads of each so-called opposition party publicly informed Putin that they could think of no one better to lead Russia than his longtime aide Dmitri Medvedev. Putin could then tell the TV public that since the nomination of Medvedev came from different parties that represented “the most different strata16 of Russian society,” Medvedev was clearly the choice of the people.

The degree to which Putin concentrated power in the center cannot be overstated. According to the Russian journal Ekspert,17 which is edited by a confidant of senior Kremlin advisers, the number of officials who had serious influence over national policy and politics from 2002 to 2007 dropped from two hundred to fifty. This pro-government publication admitted that this list of fifty officials reads “almost like a telephone book of the [presidential] administration.” But this centralization of power should not be understood as an attempt to achieve total control of all aspects of Russian life. Rather, it is something more precise.

In talking with members of Solidarity, a liberal political movement that is not part of the systemic opposition, I found out how precise. One of its leaders, Boris Nemtsov, a former deputy prime minister and legislator, is easily one of the most outspoken critics of Putin and his regime. Nemtsov has a laid-back demeanor that is younger than his fifty-something age. Wearing weathered blue jeans, a gray zippered sweater with no shirt, and pointed black boots, he looked more like an aging rock star than an opposition leader. A Ph.D. in physics and mathematics, Nemtsov has a sharp mind, and he gets right to the point. “What’s the difference between communism and Putinism?”18 he says. “This is very important. Putinism looks smarter, because Putinism comes just for your political rights but does not touch your personal freedom. You can travel, you can emigrate if you want, you can read the Internet. What is strictly forbidden is to use TV. Television is under control because TV is the most powerful resource for ideology and the propaganda machine. Communists blocked personal freedom plus political freedom. That’s why communism looks much more stupid than Putinism.”

It is hard to dispute Nemtsov’s analysis. No one would say that life isn’t freer in present-day Russia than it was under the Soviet Union. That is unmistakable. And it is certainly more affluent, as the oil boom that accompanied Putin’s two terms as president raised the standard of living for Russians to levels never seen. When his presidency began, oil prices were considered high—at $21.50 a barrel. By the end of his second term, oil had climbed to $147.00 a barrel. It was a windfall for the government’s coffers. But, as Putin had observed as a young man in East Germany, there was no need to channel this wealth into recreating an invasive totalitarian state that tried to pry into the personal beliefs of each citizen. The costs of such control were too high and ultimately unnecessary. Putin’s form of authoritarianism represents an evolution of the model, something far more scaled down but more effective. Ilya Yashin, a young leader of the Solidarity movement who says he was expelled from another party because he refused to “act like a member of the systemic opposition,” put it this way: “Putin has created a kind of dream19 of the Soviet past. It’s like the Soviet Union without the lines, deficits, and with open borders.”

Even if the system that Putin has devised represents an improvement on twentieth-century attempts at dictatorship, it does not mean that it doesn’t have its costs. Centralizing power in so few hands raises the likelihood of corruption, complacency, and an abuse of power—all sins that Nemtsov says Putin’s administration is guilty of committing. These failings represent a danger for the regime, but not necessarily because they amount to poor governance. Rather, for Putin and his clique, the constant worry is that the costs of the strategy they have chosen undermine their main objective: manufacturing a stable political system. Expensive oil may help to shield them from many social dangers—it is always easier to purchase rather than coerce support—but their attempt to simulate so many facets of a democratic system significantly shrinks the regime’s margin for error. Having eliminated so many other centers of power—the business community, governors, media, opposition political parties—the Kremlin must chart the correct course if it hopes to maintain control. It’s a difficult balancing act. “They don’t want to lose control20 over the changes like Gorbachev. It means they try to keep this control every moment,” says Alexander Verkhovsky, a leading human rights defender. “If they plan, for example, to give us 3 percent freedom, maybe they will give us 4 percent but not 5. I think that is really their plan. To make the situation not so tight as when they had no connection to the society, when they had no signals to the objects of their manipulation. I don’t know if it will be 3 percent or 10, but I am sure that they do not want to permit any real democratization as there was in the late ’80s.”

Popov’s Graph

If you were casting the part of Communist apparatchik, you couldn’t do much better than Sergei Popov. He’s a mountain of a man, and his face betrays almost no emotion, except perhaps those that exist between mild condescension and anger when someone questions the wisdom of the political system he represents. If he looks the part, it may be because a little more than twenty years ago that is precisely who he was. In the twilight of the Soviet Union, he was the Communist Party’s first deputy chairman of Moscow, holding the post from 1983 until the end. When I met him in his corner office at the Russian Duma, the country’s parliament, he was still every bit the party man. The only difference was the lapel pin he wears on his dark blue suits. Right away you know you are meeting with United Russia, the party of Putin.

If the Duma is a rubber-stamp parliament—which most people will rightly tell you it is—it still requires some loyal soldiers to make sure the stamp gets applied. Not long after we sit down, Popov makes clear that “90 percent of the civil laws21 are created here at this table.” (Translation: meet the stamp.) As chairman of the Committee of Public Unions and Religious Organizations, he rides herd on the laws governing political parties, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), media companies, commercial organizations, and religious groups. He is, in other words, the most senior member of the Russia Duma with responsibility for that most unpredictable variable: civil society. For any authoritarian regime, managing that variable is a crucial part of its ability to remain in control.

Putin’s choke hold on Russian NGOs was a late but inextricable part of his effort to centralize power. After he had moved against other pillars of the state, and in the wake of the Orange Revolution in Ukraine, an onerous 2006 law22 targeted civil society. The law gave the Kremlin broad powers over all NGOs. Any nonprofit organization can be inspected at any time, groups need to comply with rigorous reporting requirements, and the Ministry of Justice has utter discretion to request any documents and determine whether they comply with Russian “interests.” Simple errors, like typos or the improper formatting of documents, can lead to harsh sanctions. Authorities require only the flimsiest excuse to dissolve an organization. And the more sensitive the subject that a group addresses—for example, human rights or freedom of expression—the more likely it is to be targeted for tax audits, building-code violations, or the use of pirated software. Once passed, the law did not simply exist on the books; it was vigorously enforced against selective targets, especially Kremlin critics and human rights defenders. In the first year, the Ministry of Justice led 13,381 NGO inspections.23 A slew of foreign human rights organizations,24 such as Amnesty International, Doctors Without Borders, and Human Rights Watch, were forced to temporarily close their doors. Thousands of NGOs have ceased to exist, although the exact number is unknown. The resources available to those that remain were strangled further when Putin followed this law with a 2008 decree25 that cut the number of international organizations allowed to give tax-free grants to Russian groups from 101 to 12. Groups that lost the ability to offer these tax-free contributions included the World Wildlife Fund, the International Red Cross, and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria—hardly national security threats to the Russian government. It takes five days to register a business in Russia; it takes roughly two months to register an NGO.26 It’s also more expensive. The legal costs for starting an NGO in Russia are 40 percent more than they are for starting a private business.

Of course, Popov doesn’t see the government’s relationship with Russian civil society as repressive. Like almost every pro-Kremlin politician, he began by praising the stability that United Russia (in truth, Putin) had brought to Russian politics. I suggested that this stability can come at a cost for a regime; for example, strong governments with a weak civil society often fall prey to a lack of quality information, feedback from citizens about society’s needs and demands. Popov shook his head. In theory, yes, it could be a problem, but the Russian government had come up with solutions. When I ask for an example, he points to the creation of public reception offices across the country. Their role is, in essence, to provide a direct line of communication for citizens to air their problems, grievances, and complaints to the central government. “In practice, here is how it looks,” explains Popov. “You come into the office, and you are given a special form to fill out that includes your personal data and a brief description of your problem. This information goes in the computer right away, and immediately the machine gives you the name of who’s going to be responsible for this, who’s going to look at it, when the answer is supposed to come back, and how it’s going to be delivered to you. And immediately this request or demand is sent to the center … We can judge immediately which problems are the main concern for people; we can also see how many men applied, how many women, pensioners, young people, all these categories.”

Ultimately, the authorities intend to have two thousand of these offices27 scattered across all eighty-three regions, not just in major cities, but also down to the level of individual voting districts. In 2009, more than a million people visited these offices to file complaints, he tells me. He pauses for a couple of beats and, as if to underline the point, looks at me across the table and says, “This is to avoid stagnation.”

It is a step a government might take after it has eliminated most democratic mechanisms for people to express their frustrations. With its governors (and increasingly its mayors) appointed, the vast majority of representatives from a single party, and the media controlled by the state or its cronies, the Kremlin recognizes it does need one thing in particular—accurate information on the national mood. In fact, gaining this type of information becomes an acute need as independent democratic institutions are reduced to supplicants. It’s a blind spot that has led to ruin for authoritarian regimes everywhere. Centralizing power may mean one has complete control, but it also means eliminating many of the filters that help sort good ideas from bad. The Kremlin is intelligent enough to recognize that monitoring public opinion is a job worth doing, if only to keep a better gauge on discontent. In most democracies, such feedback would come from elections, legislators, and civil society; in Russia, they are using a computer.

The regime has come up with other innovations besides the digital connection Popov was touting. One is the Public Chamber. From the inside, with its white marble floors, large glass chandeliers, and red velvet sofas on either end of a spacious lobby, it almost has the majesty of a miniature national assembly or legislature. But it isn’t; this body is a consultative forum28 made up of representatives from various parts of Russian civil society selected by the Kremlin itself. Members may be experts in media, the law, public health, or human rights; some are members of genuine NGOs. These handpicked representatives act as a sort of advisory panel, offering Russian authorities their opinions on legislation and pending policy decisions. Although most members of the Public Chamber are considered dutiful supporters of the regime, there are critics among them, and they have issued statements and reports that are critical of the government and its policies. In fact, this is precisely their job: to provide the advice, counsel, and criticism that a toothless Duma cannot. Having hollowed out one branch of government, Putin created the Public Chamber to provide a semblance of the independent ideas, expertise, and connection to wider society that a legislature typically brings—just without the power to do anything other than offer an opinion. “The Public Chamber is allowed to be critical,”29 says Tanya Lokshina, the deputy director of the Moscow office of Human Rights Watch and a veteran of the struggles that NGOs face in Russia. “But what [the authorities] do not want to tolerate are those critics of the government getting to talk to people, getting support in society, getting their messages out—this is something that they’re not ready to tolerate at all. That’s why television is so rigidly state controlled. They want independent information, but they want to use it for their own purposes.”

In fact, the need for reliable, independent information is so great the party doesn’t even trust that its own members will give it the unvarnished truth. In July 2010, United Russia announced a new center30 for analysis that is intended to identify and focus on the country’s “newly dissatisfied.” Ruslan Gattarov, a thirty-three-year-old United Russia representative and head of this center, told a Russian news agency that the purpose of this organization will be to “collect information which the governors and mayors are hiding.” The party has felt compelled to create its own watchdog to report to the Kremlin on the public’s frustration, resentment, and discontent, things it fears are not moving up the chain of command or are even being covered up. “Speaking crudely, the regional and municipal powers frequently do everything [they can] to keep quiet about problems in order that nothing about them will leak out,” Gattarov told the reporter. “And who do [members of the public] blame for [the problems]? … Our leader Putin and our President Medvedev.” The flip side of centralizing so much in the hands of so few is that the regime cannot assume that its political opponents, a free press, or local NGOs will draw its attention to the problems that must be solved—because these critics have already been sidelined. The burden rests squarely on the Kremlin and its ability to come up with new ways to get the information it needs.

After I mention some of the evidence for the country’s incredible centralization of power, I ask Popov an obvious question: Is the Kremlin in control of too much, and couldn’t this be dangerous for the country’s stability?

A faint smile passes across Popov’s face. He reaches for a pencil and a clean sheet of paper. “Any process, as you know, has two vectors of development. Questions and problems may occur all the time. But let’s see what forces are prevailing.” As he says this, Popov begins to draw a graph on the piece of paper. He draws a vertical line and then bisects it with a dotted horizontal line. Where the lines meet, he marks as point zero. As he continues to talk—or it may be more accurate to say, lecture—it becomes apparent that this senior member of the Duma is actually going to graph the state of Russian democracy for me.

“I just want to say that many of the democracies are threatened with going back to totalitarianism or authoritarian regimes,” Popov continues, without a hint of irony. “For Russia it is not possible. It is not possible even theoretically. Very slowly, very gradually, the influence of the civil society grows, and I can definitely tell you that the factor of public opinion is different from what it was ten years ago. Any power instinctively avoids critics and influence or pressure. Nobody likes it.”

He draws two arrows, both starting from zero. One arrow rises above the dotted horizontal line, the other drops below it at the same angle. He labels the rising arrow civil society. The arrow falling below the dotted line is the government. “So, as I said, there are two vectors which influence each other. From my point of view, if we build this, then the result will be here.” Popov is pointing at the dotted horizontal line. “It’s the vector of democracy development.”

In Popov’s diagram, the country’s political direction is to be arrived at by the contending forces between civil society and the government. Each acts as a pressure on the other, and the end result, he says, is a relatively healthy line of progress right down the middle.

It is a reasonable enough formulation—if we could only agree on the degree of the angles for the lines going up or down. On the graph, Popov has Russian political dominance marked at a mild 10 to 20 degrees. I suggest that many people would object to his rendering, that even much of the Russian public would say that the government is more authoritarian than he has allowed here. I point to a spot on the graph that would be roughly 60 degrees. Popov sits up in his chair and barks, “So what?”

For a moment, I’m not exactly sure how to respond.

As he stares at me, a few more seconds pass. He then repeats, “The opposition is weak, the government’s voice is powerful—so what? … We’re not talking about authoritarian or totalitarian regimes. We just say that the system is developing.”

He returns to the graph and scribbles some more lines, now circling the number 30. “The government understands,” he continues, ratcheting his voice down, “that you cannot go beyond 30 degrees. If you go down to 45 degrees, for instance, you can just slip off the opposition like a clock pendulum. So the government needs to control itself.”

“What is the guarantee that the government will control itself?” I ask. “History shows that governments do a very poor job of controlling themselves, especially when there are fewer and fewer people who have to show that responsibility.”

“Well, you can never be confident in anything!” he says indignantly. He pushes his chair away from the table, signaling that our time together has come to an end. “We have an expression here. ‘Even an insurance policy doesn’t guarantee you anything for 100 percent, because insurance companies always look for a way not to pay.’ ”

He takes the piece of paper, which by now has lines, circles, and scribbles going this way and that, and signs it with a flourish across the bottom. “There, my autograph. An original work.”

Despite his attempt at near-scientific precision, it’s absurd to imagine the forces of government and civil society locked in anything that comes close to a fair fight. In Russia, these are not equal and opposite forces that, having collided, arrive at some reasonable middle ground. The Russian government has literally licensed its civil society, denying permits to the groups it finds most troublesome or inconvenient. There may be no way in which the regime has shown more creativity than in the methods it has concocted to warn, reprimand, or bar organizations from conducting work it believes poses a threat. “There are a lot of instruments of control,31 even the fire department,” one Moscow activist told me. “Fire inspections are a very popular tool.”

The European University in St. Petersburg learned this lesson32 in January 2008. That month, local authorities visited the school to conduct what was believed to be a routine fire safety inspection. Despite having passed previous inspections, on this visit the university was cited for fifty-two violations. The university, like many in St. Petersburg, is partially housed in historic, centuries-old buildings; it’s simply impossible for some buildings to be brought up entirely to code. But the authorities were unmoved in their judgment; on February 7, the district court ordered the university to be immediately closed, even though it was in the middle of the semester. All instruction had to stop at once. The university took steps to correct twenty of the violations almost overnight and appealed the court’s decision to no avail. In truth, the problem had never been whether fire ladders were available or whether the exits were clearly marked. The university’s mistake occurred months earlier when it accepted a $900,000 grant from the European Union to fund research on election monitor training. The grant had drawn the ire of people like Gajimet Safaraliev, a United Russia member of the Duma, who told the local press that the funds amounted to “interference by a foreign quasi-government33 into Russia’s 2007–2008 electoral campaigns.” And this wasn’t just any election season: Putin was expected to pass the presidential baton to Dmitri Medvedev on March 2. On March 21, nearly three weeks after the presidential election, the government allowed the university to reopen its doors. The university’s election research was suspended, and the regime’s warning was heard clearly: this was not a topic for study.

Far subtler is the way in which the regime can co-opt or manufacture a civil society of its own. Among authoritarian governments, Russia has been at the forefront of one particular innovation—the GONGO. GONGOs are, as the acronym suggests, government-operated NGOs. These organizations typically profess to be independent entities and may hide behind innocuous-sounding names that suggest that their chief mission would be human rights, legal reform, or the protection of minorities. In truth, their goal is to legitimize government policy, soak up foreign funding from genuine NGOs, and confuse the public about who is in the right, the government or its critics.

Take, for example, the Moscow Bureau for Human Rights. It is led by a member of the Public Chamber named Alexander Brod. By most accounts, Brod’s organization, which claims to be focused on fighting xenophobia and racism, did not begin as a GONGO. Many would say that even today the organization does some good work, publishing material on the danger of neo-Nazi and fascist groups. But somewhere along the way the organization’s statements started to shift, until it began to appear more interested in supporting the interests of the regime than anything else. As one U.S. State Department official told me, “The term ‘Gongolization’ was invented34 for Brod.”

For Tanya Lokshina, the Moscow deputy director of Human Rights Watch, this became clear on the eve of a report her organization planned to release on Ingushetia, a violent corner of Russia’s north Caucasus region. Lokshina’s report detailed the abductions, executions, acts of torture, and forced disappearances that had occurred there. Ahead of the report’s release, Brod himself traveled to Ingushetia and met with local officials there. By the time Human Rights Watch held its press conference for the report, Brod had already announced his own press event—to be held with the government’s ombudsman for Ingushetia. “The only message from his press conference35 was clear and simple: Human Rights Watch was lying about everything,” recalls Lokshina. “How do you figure out who to trust? He’s been there, he’s done it, he’s got the T-shirt. That is a very particular, sophisticated feature of this authoritarian regime.”

According to several activists I spoke with, Brod repeated this pattern a few months later when war broke out between Russia and Georgia over South Ossetia. Brod was there again—on the scene—echoing the government’s most dubious claims about ethnic cleansing committed by the Georgians. I went to meet with Brod in his spacious, if spartan, office at the Public Chamber, and he of course would not characterize himself as the head of a GONGO. He spoke slowly and in a measured way that often omitted important details to give the best possible gloss to Russian politics, as it is practiced. (For example, Brod told me straight-faced that all political parties were guaranteed equal access to television airtime. When I pressed him, he qualified his statement by saying this was true of parties that were registered to participate in presidential elections. Which might be persuasive unless you knew how effectively the Kremlin had barred liberal and other unwanted parties from registering or fielding candidates.) Ultimately, Brod explained his activity with a familiar rationale, saying, “The activity of an NGO is not really possible36 without making good contact with government people, without meeting with them, without consultations, without expertise, without discussion, without all of this.”

Of course, what gives the biggest lie to the lines and angles on Popov’s graph is the number of journalists and human rights activists who have been murdered for their attempts to unearth the truth. Despite the Kremlin’s continued pledge to protect activists and journalists from these threats, very few have been punished for the killings in the past decade. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists,37 2010 was the first year since 1999 without a targeted murder of a Russian journalist. Since 2000, nineteen journalists have been killed. In the past year, journalists have been beaten and threatened for covering topics deemed politically sensitive. And the government’s record for chasing down those who harass or murder members of the human rights community is no better. “Attacks and beatings have become almost routine,” says Lokshina. “People are concerned. People are looking over their shoulder. I mean, I am.”

For Lokshina, the risks that come with fighting for human rights are not abstract. “2009 was an absolute disaster; it was just the most tragic year for Russia’s human rights community,” she says. “So many people were killed—someone like Natasha Estemirova, who was very well-known, Stanislav Markelov, and that young girl Anastasia Baburova. That was at the very start of the year.” Lokshina can count friends among the murdered. Natasha Estemirova, a leading researcher for the human rights group Memorial, was her best friend. Estemirova’s reputation extended beyond Russia. She won numerous international awards for her work, including one named for the Russian journalist Anna Politkovskaya, another fallen friend who was executed as she entered her Moscow apartment building in 2006. Estemirova was considered a meticulous, crusading human rights researcher and activist, always drawn to the toughest places. In Russia, that meant war-torn Chechnya. On July 15, 2009, she was abducted outside her home in Grozny. Witnesses at the scene would later tell investigators that they saw a woman being thrown into a sedan, yelling, “I’m being kidnapped!” Later that day, she was found on the side of the road in a neighboring republic, shot dead. Shortly after Estemirova’s murder, Lokshina wrote in the Washington Post about how she and Natasha had attended the funeral of Stanislav Markelov, a human rights lawyer, earlier in the year. “We sat at my kitchen table talking38 into the wee hours about Markelov and Politkovskaya and speculating about who would be next.” She hardly expected it would be her friend sitting across the table from her.

Lokshina and her husband, Alexander Verkhovsky, have had numerous death threats. Like her friend Natasha, she has been doing research on Chechnya for many years. Her husband is the director of the SOVA Center for Information and Analysis, a Russian NGO that monitors hate crimes, racism, and xenophobia. Just a few days before I arrived in Moscow, a senior judge was assassinated in a contract-style killing inside the stairwell of his downtown apartment building; the judge had handed out heavy sentences to ultranationalist and neo-Nazi groups. The government is concerned about the growing levels of violence tied to such extremist groups, but critics note that its past policies which have stirred up nationalist fervor while repressing Russian civil society have helped spawn the problem. Because of these threats, Lokshina and Verkhovsky have had to change apartments to find a place with better security that is not listed in the phone book. Lokshina claims it’s not just because of the sensitivity of her work at Human Rights Watch. “It’s because of his work as well. Basically, we have had quite a few visits paid to us by skinheads who have a thing for him,” she says, smiling. “We are quite a hazard.”

Meanwhile, Natasha Estemirova’s murder remains unsolved. Although there were witnesses to her abduction and her killers passed through at least two government checkpoints, the police have no leads. Indeed, the only thing that has changed since that day in July 2009 is the body count. There is no place for them on Popov’s graph.

Spin Doctors

Sergei Markov is often referred to as a Kremlin mouthpiece. It is not meant in a pejorative sense; it’s a fact. The fifty-two-year-old Duma deputy is a good talker, and he is frequently tasked with helping the Kremlin get its message out, especially to the foreign media. Markov is sometimes described as a former liberal who got too close to power and lost his intellectual independence in service to that power. Still, he has skills—fashioning arguments, a gift for euphemisms—that make him useful. But as a basic rule in politics, whether it’s within the White House, the Kremlin, or anywhere else, the messenger is part of the message. In using Markov as its mouthpiece, the Kremlin sends an unambiguous signal: swagger.

Markov looks more like a sparring partner than a political player. With short, cropped hair, a broad nose, and a sunken, hound dog expression, he rarely smiles, even when he delivers a quip that is intended to amuse. He exudes a cocky bravado as soon as he sits down, putting his three mobile phones on the table, as if to assure me: “We will be interrupted, and yes, I will take the call.” As someone who is supposed to reflect the Kremlin’s thinking, he hasn’t shied away from delivering rhetorical bombshells. In 2009, he unexpectedly told a crowd of Washington policy wonks39 that his office was behind cyber-attacks on Estonia in 2007. The attacks that summer had crippled the backbone of the Baltic state’s Internet infrastructure, targeting its ministries, legislature, and financial institutions. In the aftermath, NATO committed itself to helping defend member states from such threats. Russia had always denied allegations of being behind the attacks, but Markov nonchalantly confirmed the charges, saying, “About the cyber-attack on Estonia … don’t worry, that attack was carried out by my assistant. I won’t tell you his name, because then he might not be able to get visas.” Later he added, “Incidentally, such things will happen more and more.” Whether his admission is accurate or not is almost beside the point. The bigger question is whether the Kremlin likes having Markov speak on its behalf despite these remarks—or because of them.

Markov and I meet at a Chinese restaurant a few blocks from the Kremlin. After we have settled in and he has ordered his noodle soup, I ask him where the lines of political competition are in Russia today. Is it between his party, United Russia, and some of the quasi-opposition parties the Kremlin created? Does the legitimate but marginalized opposition have any voice? Does competition exist only within United Russia? Markov says it’s none of the above. Parties are just not part of the equation. “We have no competition inside the party.40 We have competition outside the party,” he explains. “[But] it’s really fighting for power.”

In other words, it’s a turf battle. The political competition, to the degree it exists, is more a battle of financial interests than ideas. It’s a frank statement from a member of parliament. Sensing that it might be logical for someone who holds such an opinion to also see this as being partially responsible for the country’s incredible corruption, I ask if he worries if this lack of political competition is spilling over, drowning Russia’s economic performance. But Markov sees it differently. “Let me just say that corruption is not a good thing, but there are no strong connections between corruption and lack of development,” Markov says. “Of course, it should be fought against, but you know there are no strong connections between the lack of development and corruption, and there are no strong connections between political competition and the lack of corruption. So why pursue political competition if both of these connections are so uncertain?”

Markov isn’t simply being argumentative; he is expressing a central tenet of modern authoritarian regimes. A fundamental question is whether societies organized around more open and free political competition grow faster and provide better lives for their citizens than more stable, closed societies. The answer, which appeared to be yes in the aftermath of the Cold War, has clouded with China’s precipitous rise. China and the authoritarian city-state of Singapore are the most frequently cited examples, and Markov—as if on cue—mentions them both. “Look, look at China—no political competition but great,” he says, quickly adding, “Look at Singapore—no political competition but it’s great.”

The idea he is getting at is that strong, stable technocratic governments may not only be able to build a foundation for fast, efficient development but also have an advantage over democracies in doing so. The trouble is that authoritarian regimes have hardly proven to be surefire bets to succeed economically. In the past forty years, on average, autocracies and democracies have developed at the same rate.41 For every successful East Asian tiger, there are several authoritarian basket cases. Indeed, if you set East Asia aside, autocracies have had median per capita growth rates that are 50 percent lower than poor democracies.

Asian autocracies are, in many ways, the exception that proves the rule. The gulf that separates the stunning success of the Asian tiger economies from Russia’s malaise is staggeringly wide. For example, when South Korea was a developing authoritarian state42 in the 1960s, manufactured goods made up 65 percent of its exports. By the 1970s, that figure had risen to more than 80 percent. In other words, its economy increasingly relied on producing tangible, real products that the rest of the world wants. Russian exports, on the other hand, are incredibly dependent on a single commodity—energy. In 2008, oil and gas accounted for 70 percent43 of Russian exports. Goods and services made up just 1.7 percent of exports, with high-tech exports at a paltry 0.3 percent. Taiwan may have been ruled by a single party until the late 1980s, but when it was surging in the 1970s, it kept state employment at a relatively lean 12.5 percent.44 In Russia today, the state remains bloated; the government and its state-owned enterprises employ nearly 40 percent of workers.45 Or consider education. In its early days, Singapore made enormous investments in schooling and saw its number of students enrolled in high school triple between 1959 and 1972. Russia is moving in the opposite direction. Under Putin, Russia’s annual spending per high school student46 put the country behind Brazil, Mexico, and Turkey. There is virtually no ingredient in the Asian economic miracle present in Russia.

If they aren’t citing Asian autocracies, Russian elites will mention another Asian powerhouse: Japan. Markov and other government officials I spoke with are enamored of the example set by Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The appeal is obvious: The LDP ruled Japan for an uninterrupted fifty-four years. In the same period, Japan rose from the ashes of World War II to become the world’s second-largest economy. Along the way, almost all political competition was little more than factional jockeying within the LDP camp, and corruption between political and business elites was commonplace. Russian elites see something to admire in the Japanese example. For them, the secret to the Asian economic miracle begins with the political leadership in countries like Japan (or China, for that matter) holding on to power. If it hadn’t, if some other political force had somehow wrested control from the LDP or from Chinese Communists, then, in the Russian view, it surely would have mucked things up. But what the Russians aren’t willing to admit is that they may have it reversed, that the ability of their Asian counterparts to remain in power for so long might be based on something Russian political elites have not yet proven they can manage: sustained economic progress.

Markov is smarter, however, than to rest his argument entirely on modern exemplars of the Asian miracle, whether democratic or authoritarian. He also reaches back to the example of post–World War II Italy, a country that was long ruled by a single party, had high levels of corruption, and managed to succeed. “An extremely high level of corruption. Maybe [Italy] was the most corrupt country; almost every prime minister was under the control of the Mafia,” says Markov, growing more certain of his argument. “[Yet] Italy [had] great prosperity, development, and modernization. Italy was one of the leaders in postwar Europe.”

It’s true that political scientists haven’t established an iron law between a country’s level of corruption and its development. But if the devil is in the details, the details aren’t good for Russia. Corruption is so great in Russia’s case that it is cannibalizing the country’s growth. Graft erases roughly one-third47 of the country’s GDP every year. The World Bank estimates that nearly half of the Russian economy is linked to some form of corruption. Russia finished 143 out of 182 countries on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index in 2011, below Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Syria.

I point out to Markov that just that morning I read that the number of billionaires in Russia,48 according to Forbes magazine, had nearly doubled from thirty-two to sixty-two in the past year. In the same twelve months, almost all of the country’s economic metrics were in decline. The national economy contracted almost 8 percent,49 its worst performance since the end of the Soviet Union. According to the World Bank, industrial output declined more than 10 percent, the manufacturing sector fell 16 percent, and fixed capital investment dropped 17 percent. Didn’t that underline the problem, especially given that we know how some of those billionaires earned their wealth?

Markov brushes away my question. “It’s the kind of capitalism we have. Russia is a country of extremes,” he says. “All societies should be [understood] by practice, by reality, and by clear logic. Just because the New York Times is publishing an article about this …” He trails off for a moment. “It is not for Kremlin people. All these newspapers who publish so many articles about the direct connection between the monopoly of United Russia and the high level of corruption, they publish hundreds of articles about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction.”

His attempt to cloud the connection between his country’s political system and its rampant corruption is classic Kremlin spin. But the political operative doesn’t sugarcoat everything. He admits that the political body he is a member of, the Duma, is essentially a rubber stamp and has no say in how the country is run. At one point, he even jokes that the Russian parliament should be renamed “the Ministry of Lawmaking”—just another appendage of Putin’s rule.

Gleb Pavlovsky agrees. “Practically, we can say50 that we have the democracy of zero reading,” he tells me in his corner office overlooking the Moscow River. “When the law comes into the Duma for hearings and readings, almost nothing changes in the law.” At the time, Pavlovsky was one of the Kremlin’s top political advisers and the head of a consultancy called the Foundation for Effective Politics. He has been working as a political consultant longer than just about anyone else in Russia, and he acknowledged, before I could, that there is no shortage of rumor about the work that he has done. “There are a lot of myths around my activity and my involvement in this or that thing,” he told me, adding that is why the Russian press likes to refer to him as the “gray cardinal.”

Pavlovsky is short and stocky, with closely cropped hair, and he is dressed entirely in black. In the corner a television is on, replaying a speech Putin delivered earlier that day. Indeed, the then prime minister loomed large in Pavlovsky’s office. Although he said he worked for Medvedev—his third Russian president after Yeltsin and Putin—a large portrait of Putin hung on the wall, and there were no photographs of anyone else. In the early 1990s, Pavlovsky worked for organizations that supported democracy promotion initiatives, including George Soros’s Open Society Institute and the National Endowment for Democracy. He refers to that time as his “major political experience.” “In fact,” he told me, “my career has been based on the experience that I gained working in those independent democratic organizations.” His critics would agree. They say, however, that he spent that time learning about Western democracy promotion51 efforts so that he could better understand how to subvert them and later maintain Putin’s monopoly of power. In 2006, the Ukrainian Security Service banned him from traveling to Ukraine because of allegations that he had created Russian-focused NGOs that interfered with the country’s presidential elections. When I asked him how he would describe his work, he remained vague about what he does but not for whom he does it. “I generate ideas for the resolution of internal problems. During the last ten years, my almost exclusive client is the presidential administration.”

I asked Pavlovsky if the stability that Russia enjoys could, in fact, be a false stability, and if the system as it is devised cuts itself off from feedback, new talent, and competition. “The considerations that you just expressed are very similar to Putin’s considerations of stability,” he replied. “That’s actually what he thinks about.” The trouble is that when it comes to political competition, he said, there is really no one who can compete with Medvedev and Putin. Pavlovsky believes Medvedev and Putin understand this problem and that the next step is for there to be a “contest of ideas.” This contest, he says, “is going on almost permanently in the Kremlin, in the think tanks, in different brainstorm centers.” But not in the Duma? “I’m afraid there’s no one to really argue with in the Duma. The problem is that in the non-systemic opposition there are not many heads you can really debate with,” says Pavlovsky. “They don’t have any ideas except one: when we were ministers, everything was great.”

The criticism is hardly fair. Opposition parties have to struggle to find anyone willing to give them financing because doing so can have consequences. They must learn to operate under rules that have made it progressively harder to win seats. Their attempts to hold rallies or public events are easily blocked by authorities, and they are completely barred from national television. Pavlovsky himself is credited with coming up with the idea of the Public Chamber, an institution that exists to help supplant some of the role a parliament could play. He is considered an important draftsman of the political system as it exists. For him to criticize the opposition for not having ideas is a bit like a doctor complaining he doesn’t have any patients—because he already poisoned them. I tell him his criticism seems unfair since the opposition is forced to spend most of its time simply trying to exist. “You are right. We’ll have to risk [great political competition],” he says. “We’ll just have to make a choice in what we are going to risk and when we are going to risk it.”

But there is little indication that anyone in a position of power is willing to risk much. This fact becomes abundantly clear nearly every time Russians go to the ballot box, because evidence of election rigging quickly follows. As members of the opposition and United Russia explained to me, the problem is bigger than a senior leader ordering that ballot boxes be stuffed; in some ways, the fraud and tampering that go on at election time are now ingrained into Russia’s authoritarian system. Sergei Markov readily admits that the allegations of election tampering are true. But it isn’t because Putin is handing out orders over who should win what percent. “You should understand the mechanism52 and how it works. Never does Putin say, ‘Get me such and such percent.’ He even says he doesn’t need this. What’s Putin’s interest if [someone] doesn’t have 50 percent but 70 percent? Fifty percent is also the majority, yeah? He doesn’t care,” explains Markov. “But governors and mayors absolutely think about this because it’s a reflection of how popular they are. And that’s why they use it.”

In other words, lower-level officials engage in election fraud because they don’t want to look bad. Whether they are fearful of not delivering the votes for a superior or they are concerned they won’t appear as popular when compared with other officials across the country, the tactic is the same: steal the election. We think of elections within authoritarian regimes as being uncompetitive charades. But that isn’t precisely right. There is competition. It is just between officials jockeying for favor, rather than between ruling party candidates and their opponents.

Perhaps one of the more suspicious recent elections was the most high-profile one: the 2008 election of President Dmitri Medvedev. In Putin’s previous presidential election, he captured 71 percent of the vote. When Medvedev, Putin’s handpicked successor, stood for the vote, he walked away with precisely 70.2 percent. To many, it appeared like a textbook example of Russian election engineering. There had been a desire to make sure that Medvedev came into office with a clear mandate, but no one wanted the protégé’s tally to trump the mentor’s numbers. Markov essentially agrees. “Yeah, it’s not totally controlled,” he says, “but nobody [wants] to give Medvedev a [greater] percentage. I call it self-winding hyper-bureaucratic loyalty. It’s a real problem for United Russia and for dominating parties [elsewhere].”

Igor Mintusov knows what it takes to win a Russian election. He is the fifty-two-year-old chairman of the Niccolo M Group, one of the best-known political consulting firms in Moscow. (The name refers, of course, to Niccolò Machiavelli; Mintusov’s business card features a portrait of Machiavelli, peering at you from behind a globe.) Founded in 1992, the firm has run campaigns across Russia. Nor has Mintusov’s work been limited to his native land: he is well traveled, having helped direct political campaigns in Bolivia, Bulgaria, Chile, Estonia, Nicaragua, South Korea, Venezuela, and even the United States. And his services don’t come cheap. Lunch with Mintusov can reportedly cost53 a client thousands.

When we met, I asked him which campaigns he had worked on in the United States. One was a failed Democratic gubernatorial campaign in Florida against Jeb Bush. The other, he told me, was Senator Chris Dodd’s 1998 Connecticut reelection campaign. Mintusov was supposed to help with media messaging, so when he arrived, he went to meet with Dodd’s campaign manager. Straightaway, Mintusov asked about the media budget. So the campaign manager showed him what he had to work with. “He pointed to the budget for research,54 the budget for staff, the budget for getting out the vote, things like that,” recalls Mintusov. “I saw the salary for the press secretary, the expenses for equipment, office space, shipping costs, Internet, and I’m looking at it and say, ‘Well, it’s okay. But where’s the money for working with the media?’ ”

The campaign manager then repeated himself, reviewing the list of salaries, expenses, and whatnot. So Mintusov asked again. “I said I understand, but where is the budget for working with the media?” Again, the campaign manager walked down the same line items. And then it dawned on Mintusov. “Suddenly I understood that he didn’t understand my question at all,” says Mintusov, laughing. “Then I understood how spoiled I am in Russia!” Mintusov just assumed media, like everything else, was for sale.

It’s impossible that Mintusov could work in Russian election politics for so long, be regarded a success, and still have clean hands. He described Russian campaigns to me as “wars without rules,” and in this lawless environment Niccolo M had profited handsomely. Nevertheless, he claims even he had his limits. “The level of fraud in the last few years has become so extremely high that it discredited elections as elections,” he told me. So, at the end of 2008, Mintusov published a book detailing the rigging that had gone on in the Duma elections in 2007 and the presidential election of 2008. In an homage to his country’s most famous author, he titled it Crime Without Punishment.

In the murky world of Russian politics, it is hard to draw a straight line between motivations and actions. It could be true that it was some violation of integrity or lost professionalism that led Mintusov to break ranks. It also may be that the political operative had a falling-out with the ruling party’s kingmakers and then saw no disadvantage to publishing his book. In either case, Mintusov told me that United Russia sent a letter to its members telling them they could no longer retain the services of Niccolo M. With that, his firm was effectively barred from 80 percent of Russia’s political space. Then again, if Mintusov’s description is accurate, the fraud has gotten to the point where being a political consultant is almost a pointless profession. “Because what’s the point of developing a message and delivering the message well, when the result will be calculated the night after the election?” he told me.

As I was leaving, I asked him if he was familiar with the recent election involving Sergei Mitrokhin. He laughed, saying, “Yes, it’s an excellent example.”

Sergei Mitrokhin is the leader of Yabloko, a liberal, pro-Western opposition party. In the fall of 2009, Mitrokhin stood for reelection to the Moscow City Duma. On October 11, the day of the election, the forty-six-year-old politician cast his ballot in his home district, District 192. His family also went to District 192’s ballot office to cast votes for Yabloko. He had friends who did the same. Mitrokhin did not win the election. That wasn’t entirely surprising. What was surprising was the margin of defeat. “The electoral district where I voted showed55 that there were zero votes for Yabloko,” Mitrokhin told me. According to the election rolls, not a single person had voted for Mitrokhin’s party—not even Mitrokhin himself.

I met with the opposition leader at his party headquarters in downtown Moscow. Mitrokhin is a bulldozer of a man, solid, stocky, with eyes set deep beneath a furrowed brow. He was elected Yabloko’s leader three years ago, and judging by even recent photographs, the experience has aged him. We talked about the difficulties of trying to operate in a political system so heavily stacked against the opposition. He agreed with Markov’s explanation, that the election rigging is probably the result of “bureaucratic competition.” And this competition, he noted, gives rise to an even stranger consequence. In Mitrokhin’s opinion, the voting in Putin’s own district is probably the cleanest in Russia. The stakes are just too high for someone to be caught red-handed. “It is very dangerous for them to falsify elections there,” he says. “There is always a chance that someone will detect such fraud.” It would be terribly embarrassing for tampering to occur in Putin’s own district, and after all his popularity is great enough that no one thinks—including Mitrokhin—that Putin needs to stack the deck to win. And in the prime minister’s district, Yabloko won nearly 20 percent of the vote. Given how hostile an environment it is for opposition parties, it’s not a bad showing. “These are the realities of authoritarian regimes,” he says. “If we had a democracy, we would have been in the parliament. We have to fight for survival.”

The absurdity of having all of the opposition’s ballots disappear was another example of Markov’s self-winding hyper-bureaucratic loyalty. Amusingly, for all his defense of the system as it exists, Markov did admit that there was one downside to Russia’s lack of open, unfettered political competition: it was holding him back professionally. “I am personally extremely interested in political competition because I can talk on TV,” says Markov, immodestly. “My personal status is lower than it could be.” Even if he wouldn’t admit to the potential benefits of political competition for Russian society at large, the Kremlin insider sees no contradiction in his own personal desire for it.

Medvedev’s Brain

Few people dared to expect much from Dmitri Medvedev. He was the dutiful aide who had been plucked from obscurity and made a president. Like Putin, he had never held elected office before becoming president. His name was rarely mentioned as one of those most likely to succeed Putin. It was suspected by many that whoever would follow Putin would be little more than a placeholder. The Russian constitution forbade Putin to serve three consecutive terms as president, so rather than revise the constitution, Putin simply required a reliable surrogate. If he wanted to return to the presidency, he could always do so. In this way, whoever the next president would likely be, he was just another plank in Putin’s democratic facade. It took less than twenty-four hours for that impression to gain credence. On December 11, 2007, the day after Russians learned that he was Putin’s choice for president, Medvedev went before television cameras56 and appealed to Putin to serve as his prime minister. “What is Putin’s main dream?57 To be in power up until the end, like everyone,” says Boris Nemtsov, the opposition leader. “According to our constitution, we have just two terms. That is why he suggested Medvedev as his successor. It was selection, not election.”

Less than three months later, on March 2, 2008, Medvedev won in an apparent landslide. That night, wearing a leather jacket and blue jeans, he celebrated his victory alongside Putin at an outdoor rock concert in Red Square. At only forty-two, he was a young, handsome, if somewhat bland protégé. The former lawyer from St. Petersburg had done very little to distinguish himself to Russian voters, making vague pronouncements about his desire to fight corruption and promote the rule of law. As one of his current advisers told me, with so little time between his debut and his election, it wasn’t as if he had any vision58 or program for how to lead Russia. But from Putin’s perspective, that may have actually been one of his greatest qualities as a temporary successor. As Medvedev told the people in Red Square that night, his victory meant “we will be able to maintain the course59 suggested by President Putin.”

But the mere fact that the country was being led, at least formally, by a new face gave some people a reason for hope. Medvedev did not share Putin’s KGB background, and he had come of age during the reforms of the 1980s. Some noted that Medvedev had likely had a hand in some of Putin’s early reforms, before he turned more autocratic. If nothing else, his legal training suggested that he might value the role of institutions and legal protections, not just power. Arseny Roginsky, a former Soviet dissident and the co-founder of Memorial, one of Russia’s most respected NGOs, told me as much when we met in Moscow. “As a rule, the skeptics60 are always right in Russia,” he said. “And believe me, I am not a Medvedev man. But we need hope, and we need to hope for something.”

Medvedev’s own words fueled those hopes. A year into his presidency, his speeches and remarks were frequently peppered with criticism for the political system61 he led. He described the country’s democracy as “weak.” He said the economy was “primitive.” He called the country’s social systems at best “semi-Soviet.” In a speech to the Duma, Medvedev declared, “Our state is the biggest employer,62 the most active publisher, the best producer, its own judge, its own party, and, in the end, its own public. Such a system is absolutely inefficient and creates only one thing—corruption.” If nothing else, Medvedev sounded like a president who understood the system and its flaws.

And that was the trouble. There was nothing else; Medvedev was long on rhetoric and short on results. From the beginning, he had talked about the dangers of corruption, and it remained unchecked. He had promised that the people behind the murders of journalists would be brought to justice, but cases remained unsolved. He unveiled proposals to reform the police and the Interior Ministry. Russians barely noticed, and according to the Levada polling center 66 percent did not believe his reforms63 would accomplish anything. It did not help that in early 2010 Medvedev was publicly complaining that by his count, 38 percent of his presidential orders64 were ignored by governors and ministers.

Medvedev could be as hapless as he sometimes appeared. After all, he might have been the president of the Russian Federation, but it wasn’t as if he had many centers of support65 inside his government. Putin loyalists—the ministries, the Duma, United Russia, the security services—essentially flanked him on all sides. Given how much these politicians and bureaucrats had personally benefited from the system as Putin had constructed it, what interest did they have in reform? Indeed, despite his vocal criticisms, some viewed Medvedev’s role as both president and chief critic as an innovation in its own right. The tandem leadership of Medvedev and Putin took on the appearance of good cop, bad cop, with a twist. “You can see the whole tactics66 of Medvedev-Putin as a very interesting communication approach where Medvedev is addressing minorities and Putin is addressing majorities,” says Grigory Shvedov, editor of the Russian online journal Caucasian Knot. “Medvedev is talking specifically about the problems. It’s a very wise division. They are talking to different sides of society—those who are rich and those who are poor, those who are supporting the political rule and those who are protesting them.”

Nevertheless, the signs that Medvedev might actually harbor ideas at odds with Putin’s “power vertical” grew with time. And if there was one laboratory working to cultivate these ideas, it was the Institute of Contemporary Development, a liberal think tank that is said to have advised Medvedev. Medvedev served as the think tank’s chairman and is rumored to have backed the founding of the organization as an independent source of analysis for his administration. (Igor Yurgens, the director of the think tank, told Newsweek in 2009 that Medvedev had said the Kremlin didn’t need “brown-nosers.”)67 A month before I arrived in Moscow, the institute released a report68 that sent a jolt through the Russian political establishment. In essence, the authors called for rolling back almost every feature of Putin’s power structure. Among its proposals, the report recommended restoring the direct election of governors, creating a genuine multiparty democracy, abolishing the FSB (the successor to the KGB), and ending the state control of media.

If Medvedev had an independent streak, the researchers at this think tank may have been the ones feeding it. I went to meet with Evgeny Gontmakher, the institute’s deputy director and one of the report’s authors. I asked Gontmakher what was the purpose of the report. “Our main goal is as a provocation,”69 he replied. “[The idea] is democracy—not imitation democracy. The reaction of Medvedev was very good. Unofficial, but very good.” The provocation, as Gontmakher explained, was directed very much at those who typically promote less pluralistic ideas. People like Gleb Pavlovsky.

By chance, I had actually raised this report with Pavlovsky when we met a few days earlier. I told Gontmakher what Pavlovsky told me: “It is a political fiction.” As soon as I mentioned it to Gontmakher, he laughed. “A propagandist. He is very clever, and he is right. It is a fiction, even science fiction.” But, as he explained, in the competition for Medvedev’s thinking, it didn’t matter. The report had scored a victory in influencing Medvedev, and it was at odds with the direction promoted by Pavlovsky, so naturally he was disparaging it. “Pavlovsky is a very dangerous person. [His ideas] are all manipulation. It’s all ideas about how to control TV, how to control our civil society. But this power vertical is not science fiction.”

The institute’s report had put forward a number of ideas for reform. So, I asked Gontmakher, what was the one reform that would do the most good? He didn’t hesitate. “The first step is to free TV. It will be an absolutely new atmosphere here. New faces. Open discussions. It will be a new beginning in our political history. That’s why Putin in the beginning closed TV. And he was right, from his position,” replied Gontmakher. “But to change TV takes one day. It only requires a decision from two people.”

Free TV. Not a change in election laws, not greater respect for human rights, not more genuine NGOs, not even a drop in the price of oil. It was a telling suggestion from this economist and political adviser. He would begin with freedom of speech over the airwaves. Russians already enjoy unfettered access to the Internet, and it had increasingly become a venue for political satire as well as the exposure of official wrongdoing. But even as the number of Russians online grows rapidly, as much as 80 percent of the country still gets its news and information from television. In Gontmakher’s view, ending the Kremlin’s ability to stifle the free flow of information, ideas, and conversation on that medium would be a good place to start.

A few months earlier Medvedev had momentarily made waves for a manifesto he published that was highly critical of the regime as it existed. I was told that the Institute of Contemporary Development had been behind this initiative as well. In many ways, this article, titled “Russia Forward,” had previewed many of the ideas in the report that had brought me to speak to Evgeny Gontmakher. But what stood out to me was how the president’s reformist ideas were received. Although Russian politicos parsed the president’s words, Russian state television was unimpressed. That night the news focused on a visit Putin paid to factory workers south of Moscow. Medvedev’s manifesto—a proposal by a country’s president to effectively remake the political system—was buried at the bottom of the broadcast. Gontmakher might be right that the effect of freeing TV in an authoritarian system such as Russia’s could be powerful, perhaps immediately so. But I wasn’t sure if it was a decision to be made by two people—or one.

“This Is Mubarak No. 2”

From the moment Dmitri Medvedev became president, one question loomed over Russia: Would Putin return? For four years, journalists and modern Kremlinologists parsed both men’s speeches, statements, and rare public disagreements for signs of Medvedev’s growing independence or Putin’s nostalgia for the executive suite. Putin remained coy. He told Larry King that he and Medvedev would consult each other and “come to a decision.” In September 2010, when Putin was asked about his future political plans at the Valdai group, a meeting of foreign academics and Russia experts, he reminded those assembled that Franklin Roosevelt70 had served four terms as U.S. president. Speculation over who would step forward as United Russia’s candidate was confused by the fact that both men often acted as if they wanted the job. Putin’s thirteen-hundred-mile drive across Siberia71 in a Russian Lada (which supposedly broke down at least twice) looked like the opening gambit of a political campaign. For his part, Medvedev repeatedly said he was open to the idea of a second term. As late as the summer of 2011, he told the Financial Times, “Any leader who occupies a post72 such as president is simply obliged to want to run for [reelection].” It often seemed as if Medvedev were simply waiting for Putin to tell him if he could.

A year and a half before the decision would be announced, I asked Nemtsov, the opposition leader, who he thought would become president in 2012. “I think the chance for Medvedev73 is 10 percent, and for Putin it is 90 percent,” he replied. When Medvedev became president in 2008, one of his early moves (with almost no public discussion) was to lengthen the presidential term of office from four to six years. That meant that if Putin were to return, he could serve another twelve years as president. This fact seemed to concern Nemtsov most. “The worst scenario for Russia is if Putin comes back,” he said. “This is terrible. It means that he will run the country for twenty-five years [in total]. This is Mubarak No. 2.”

On September 24, 2011, at United Russia’s party congress, the speculation came to an end. Speaking to a packed hall of eleven thousand party members, Medvedev managed a slight smile when he said, “I think it would be correct74 for the congress to support the candidacy of the party chairman, Vladimir Putin, to the post of president of the country.” The hall instantly filled with applause as the crowd rose to its feet. In the new arrangement, the two men would simply swap roles, with Putin returning to the presidency and Medvedev going to the prime minister’s office. When Putin walked to the podium to address the crowd, he paused and tapped the microphone. It appeared to be malfunctioning. Then, making light of it, he told the assembled party faithful it wasn’t necessary: “Nothing can stop us.75 I have not lost my commander’s voice.” The election was six months away, but the matter appeared to be settled: Putin was back—if indeed he had ever left.

In retrospect, Medvedev’s years seemed to be destined to become a historical footnote, a bridge connecting one chapter of Putin’s rule to another. But what could Putin claim to be returning to do? When he first took office in 2000, he had promised Russians stability and certainty. He had promised Russian families that they would be able to plan for their children’s future “not one month at a time, but for years and decades.” But eleven years on, those promises rang hollow. Indeed, on the eve of the announcement of Putin’s return, an independent Russian poll indicated 75 percent of Russians still did not plan76 more than two years ahead, and 22 percent of Russians wanted to move abroad, a threefold increase from four years earlier and the highest percentage since the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Although Putin remained more popular than any other political figure, his poll numbers had been in decline for months. Russians began to draw unflattering comparisons between Putin and the eighteen-year reign of the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev. (Two additional presidential terms would make Putin the longest-serving Russian ruler since Stalin.) The sentiment was probably best captured by a Photoshopped image that quickly went viral on the Internet: it was of an aged Putin wearing one of Brezhnev’s old Soviet uniforms, the chest covered in military medals. Putin may have promised stability, but it increasingly felt like stagnation.

But in December 2011 the stasis that had long settled over Russian political life was unexpectedly shaken. On December 4, Russians cast ballots in the country’s Duma elections. As in recent contests, the vote was rigged. In the hours after the polls closed, videos of ballot stuffing, multiple voting, and other violations were posted on YouTube and spread quickly. However, unlike past elections, the Russian people were no longer mere spectators to the fraud. Tens of thousands of citizens poured out into Moscow’s streets for two massive antigovernment rallies before the month’s end, the largest protests in Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Like almost all of the popular uprisings against authoritarian regimes in 2011, the movement lacked a clear leadership. It was, in some sense, a “power horizontal”—perhaps the perfect antidote to Putin’s carefully crafted “power vertical.”

The Kremlin advisers and members of United Russia I had spoken to had stressed the regime’s ability to manufacture stability and keep a close watch on public sentiment. But Putin and his team proved to have a tin ear. The gross manipulation of the Duma elections, following close on the heels of the brazen announcement that Putin intended to return to the presidency, had provoked an educated, middle-class public long considered apathetic. It is, in fact, a familiar pattern in authoritarian systems. Where the results are manufactured and the outcomes are largely predetermined, a regime’s officials will overreach or commit gaffes, sometimes extremely embarrassing ones, in an attempt to prolong their power. The danger for the regime is that these mistakes, when they are revealed, serve as sparks for greater opposition or protest to the legitimacy of the government’s rule. It was precisely this chain of causation—regime insecurity, a stolen election, and public outrage—that inspired the Green Movement to take to the streets in Iran in 2009 and helped stoke the fires that ultimately toppled Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak in 2011.

Indeed, stealing elections has been a trigger for the end of many dictatorships. Activists will tell you the reason is simple. The public often feels removed from the struggle between an opposition and a regime, inclined to view both sides with suspicion. The contest seems ideological, separate from people’s daily concerns. But when the state has stolen your vote, the battle becomes far more personal. If the discontent is real, people who would never have been expected to demonstrate or march come out because they feel as though something personal has been stolen from them. Those are the moments that can transform a small opposition of rabble rousers into a national movement for change.

Putin had no intention of ceding power easily. In short order, the Kremlin began to demonstrate the skills which had long kept genuine political change at bay. Its response was crafted to create internal rifts within the opposition. Reviled regime figures were jettisoned. The Russian oligarch Mikhail Prokhorov announced that he would challenge Putin at the upcoming presidential elections, a move many suspected was engineered by the Kremlin to persuade demonstrators that they had already achieved a partial victory. In his first televised response77 to the protests, Putin even said he was “pleased” to see “young, active people formulating their opinions.” He tried to link his government to the new public mood, saying, “If this is the result of the Putin regime, then that’s good.”

Of course, the people were in the streets because of the “Putin regime”—but not because it had fostered a robust civil society. Indeed, it was quite the opposite. Putin had come to power promising Russians a return to stability. Twelve years later, it was his disregard for those same people that had sparked the country’s turmoil.
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