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Obama and Russian pluralism: dialogueinstead of doctrine

Time will show if the ‘reset’ in the Russian-Amaait relations will come as a political and
ideological reality during the Obama’s presidersnftening the ‘dialectics of resentment’ we
have identified inWhen Empire Meets NationalidmYet, as soon as this new buzzword
appeared a few months ago, many were very crin€ahis move, notably because the

American President refused to lecture Russia orodeay and Human Rights.

If you believe George W. Bush rhetoric, democracgnption was once at the core of

American diplomacy. Some followers of the"4®resident consider that although he has
made mistakes, G. W. Bush was a genuine advocateerobcracy. The neo-conservative
mantra considers that the West has a unique missioedeem people from their repressive
government. By contrast, the current Secretary tate$ Hillary Clinton, did not mention

democracy promotion among the new government pigeri- underlying rather the necessity
to protect and advance America’s security, keepathes secure, promote shared prosperity

and protection of Human Rights.

Is Obama sacrificing values in order to ensuretegjia interests — treaty-based strategic
nuclear arms control, Afghanistan and a structorebflateral cooperation? This view of a

trade-off between values and interests is basefhlea premises. First, it is not certain that
the neoconservative movement is really dedicatetketoocracy promotion beyond rhetoric —
see how they boycotted the Hamas after this pady thie elections in January 2006, or its
will to rely on Turkmenistan in Central Asia, ar@yathe most authoritarian State in the
region (including Russia). At best, it is for theenway to enhance American national
interests. Second, in Russia as in the Middle Elastperspective of a militarized promotion
of democracy has encouraged authoritarian leagetshiearm rather than to democratize. It
is a complete misunderstanding of how democracybsanooted in countries where initial

conditions are rather shaky.
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This being said, has Obama dropped the cause obaany in general, and in Russia in
particular? By preferring dialogue over doctfinke will in fact prove no less effective than
the neoconservative record in this domain — andb@magven more efficient. This is why
people concerned by Russia’s decline of pluralibiouid understand the real effects of the
“lecture-rather-than-listen” attitude, while assegshe rationale of the ‘reset’ policy in this

context.
The case of Russia and democracy promotion

The least we can say is that democracy promotiannea successful in Russia after 1991; it
is conventional wisdom that Russia has ‘derailedht its liberal democratic path the West

envisioned for Moscow in the aftermath of the US®Rapse.

The Russian democratic movement was maybe notlkltecipally because of Russia’s lack
of democratic tradition, but rather because the atzatic forces have been associated with
the “disastrous 1990s”, an equivalent of the 1980&/estern Europeans. In Russia, the very
term of ‘democracy’ should be cleansed from theoshaf the 1990s. During the first year
after the demise of the USSR, Russian leadershipided from one political crisis to
another, and could not prevent the country frormipgs international status. Russia’s loss of
population (5.8 million people from 1993 to 200%)probably among the greatest in history
for reasons other than war, famine and diseasedé&blne of standard of living went hand in

hand with the collapse of life expectancy, whilenenality developed steadily.

In this case, it is not difficult to see why VladmPutin has been so popular over the last few
years: he was largely associated with a perioccobvery (well served by external factors).
Although he has fed the public space with new cptsceof democracy — such as
‘upravliaemaia demokratiya (‘managed democracy’) or stiverennaia demokratiya
(‘sovereign democracy’), Putin’s main objective was stabilize the country, not to
democratize % In his quest for stabilization, he has recerteali power and reduced
pluralism: he has weakened the checks on execytbxeer, restrained the strength of
institutions such as the regional powers (goverrases no longer elected), the media, the
oligarchs, the Duma, the Federation Council, palltparties independent from the Kremlin,
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or civil society. While a functioning state is acessity for democratization, the authorities
should be bounded by law (notably concerning tlgétsi of its citizens). If democracy is
conceived as the political regime of uncertaintgsddl on predictable rules rather than
outcomes decided from above, then, the reductiourafertainty means a reduction of
pluralism. However, this trend toward the decreafseivil liberties is shared by the ‘Patriot

Act’ enacted under George W. Bush, whose advidanm ¢oday for more freedom... abroad.

Obama’s way to change dynamic: enhancing the dersated

If democracy promotion relies on a supply-sideoradie, it is unquestionable that democracy
is built by local actors, or, to put it in a nutdhédemocratization has to be basically

demand-driven, not supply-stimulatédAs such, democratization depends on many faetors
among others, the relative strength of genuinel Ippademocratic forces, the presence, or
absence and the level of material and culturalifatrs, the existence and size of middle

class, the international context, etc.

Of course, not every politician who speaks of humights and democracy is necessarily a
hypocrite; however, the neoconservative movemestaapseudo-imperial movement, is
generally associated with it — with some argumehis. not clear from the Russian side why
the then vice-President Cheney, in his muscledniWd discourse’ (May 2006), harshly
criticized Russia for its lack of democracy whilsg after this he went to Kazakhstan in order
to cheer Nursultan Nazarbayewith whom he seemed to have been very frihdlyis
typically what the Russian leadership calls ‘dowibndard’.

In this context, the room for manoeuvre for Obameather limited, given that the Bush years
were mainly counterproductive for the promotiondafmocracy in Russia. His adviser on
Russia, Michael McFaul, director of the Center e@niacracy, Development, and the Rule of
Law at Stanford University, has written several ksoon democratic transitions and is among

the best scholars on this country.

Obama'’s vision could be considered through theabivge of “depriving authoritarian forces
of an enemiy to reverse Georgy Arbatov’s formula when he vas&ed what he would do
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after the USSR collapse. Vladimir Ryzhkov, a Russiaputy from 1993 to 2007, observes
that “Obama’s open and friendly style stood in stark sitto the demonized image of the
United States that Kremlin propaganda has promuwddbr many years. Obama’s visit made
a very strong impact on Russia, the results of Wwhidl last a very long time. It will be

difficult for the ruling elite to deny the fact théne world had changed and that the United
States had also changed. America has become moeanily, wiser and more attractive, and
the old, worn-out anti-U.S. propaganda that the idli@ has relied on for the last eight years

will no longer work”.

Instead of praising Putin while staring “into hisu§' as his predecessor, Obama met with
actors of civil society and opposition during hiscend day in Moscow. Many actors,
including civic associations, non-governmental aigations or independent research
institutes, are keys to encourage liberalizationon-liberal democracies. By hearing openly
the message of the Russian opposition on the ggsintiemocratic deficit and lack of

transparency, Obama tends to go beyond the claseiea-state meetings. As Kasparov,
former chess world champion and now United Civibrirleader, put it, Russian-American

relations are not only about relations between ikite House and Kremlin. But it is about
Russian and American people. It is NGOs, it is alodker elements of the civil society, and
he was very much on that message, and he reitetiaéetinportance of these contacts during

the conversation with members of the opposifion

Respect for Russian sovereignty and internatiotadus is a way to curb Russian domestic
anger against the USA. At this point, the conceptsovereignty’ should be carefully
understood; after all, it is one of the most dethate politics and political science. It is
equated in Russia with the status of ‘Great Powaar while the 1990s are seen as an era
deprived of sovereignty, the Putin era is considieas a return to sovereignty — and great
power status. However, as regards its internationglication, the ‘reset’ phase should not be

made at the price of a Russian sphere of influence.

Another way to enhance the demand-side considtgiimg to separate Medvedev from Putin,
the former being unanimously considered as mowrdibthan the latter. Obama underlined
the fact that Medvedev wants to improve the stafusvil society, and encourage openness
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and pluralism in both the business and social gghemoves not done by his predecessor. In
particular, he softened the country’s NGO law jusé week before the arrival of Obama — a
move which has undone previous regulations impleéeteby Putin in 2006. In April 2009,
Medvedev also gave an interview to the most indéeen publication in Russidjovaya

Gazetaconsidered as highly critical of the Kremlin.

In this perspective, Obama deliberately chose tphasize the role of Medvedev over Putin,
even before his arrival in Moscowl. think that it's important that even as we mowevérd
with President Medvedev that Putin understand thatold Cold War approaches to U.S.-
Russian relations is outdated. | think that Medwedederstands that | think that Putin has
one foot in the old ways of doing business andfooiin the new® During his trip to Russia,
Obama spent most of its time with Medvedev, stayinty a few hours to exchange views
with the Prime Minister, Vladimir Putin. Until reely, many analysts would suggest that
Putin remains in charge of Russia, particularlytactical and strategic issues, since, as Olga
Kryshtanovskaya put it Medvedev has no resources and no team to leadeB8%pt of all
key posts are held by Putin's people. Medvedeginaral with no armiy°. In this sense, the
tandem Medvedev — Putin would be nothing else thdhad cop — good cop” division of
labor:. However, other analysts think that the interedtshe two men should inevitably
collide to some extent — e.g. on the nominatiopeadple in the Russian Far East, in the North
Caucasus or elsewhere. Another illustration carobed in the recent ‘clash’ (the term is
used by th&inancial Time$on WTO issu€es.

In any case, Medvedev still needs to assert hisoaity if he wants to challenge the harsher
aspects of the Putin era — and launch succesgtuhre in economic policy, foreign policy or
Human Rights. At the end of the day, although thm®a’s attempt to separate Medvedev
from Putin by enhancing the former might not beait in the short term, it is a more realistic

way to concretely promote political pluralism thjast lecturing Russia.
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