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The Ukraine crisis has focused the attention of ob-
servers on the relationship between Russia and
the West, leaving in the background domestic

politics, namely Russia’s relationship with itself. This is
understandable because, today more than ever, the
destiny of that gigantic country seems to depend on
geopolitical challenges. And yet, in this precise situa-
tion, it is worthwhile to try to make a judgment on
Russian society and on the direction its leadership has
impressed on it. Indeed, it is on the basis of the inter-
nal affairs of the past few years that international pub-
lic opinion has formed a certain idea of Russia – a not
very favorable one.Well before the conflict with Kiev ex-
ploded, in fact, the actors’ roles had already been as-
signed: Russia got the part of the villain while Europe
and the United States got the good-guys. This state of
affairs is probably what Dmitry Trenin, director of the
Moscow Carnegie Center, is referring to when he points
out that, according to the dominant narrative, there can
be “no moral equivalence” between Russia and the
West. “The West can do anything because, whatever it
does, it is either good or will be corrected by the West
itself. Russia has no moral right to question anything:
it used to be a country on probation, now it’s the crim-
inal again.”

There’s no point beating around the bush, the prob-
lem of this “moral asymmetry” is called Vladimir Putin.
For more than a decade the Russian president has en-
joyed a bad reputation in Europe: he is commonly de-
scribed as a dictator, who does not respect freedoms

Return
to the center

Russia has long been cast as the villain in international
politics. But seen from within, Putin has been carrying
out a very coherent strategy of weakening the
centrifugal forces that have historically plagued the
country. And most Russians approve.

View of a carousel
during the annual
Christmas fair on Red
Square in Moscow,
December 8, 2014.

by massimo boffa
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most delicate of mechanisms. And in the early years of
the new century the imperative was to stabilize and
centralize (today, as we shall see later, things have
changed slightly).

Someone might object that, to achieve this great
stability, the Russians have paid a price in terms of
freedom. This is not a topic that is easy to discuss se-
riously. Was there more freedom in the 1990s? Perhaps
there was, but this “freedom” took the country one
step away from anarchy and dissolution. Rarely, be-
sides, in the course of their long history, have Russians
enjoyed more freedom than they enjoy today. Certain-
ly, there is still much to be done, but a political culture
endowed with a sense of history should appreciate
more the progress made by the new Russia compared
to its past. One should also take into account the fact
that a president, however powerful he is, is also the
product of the context in which he operates. During the
passage from Yeltsin to Putin, in fact, the cultural cli-
mate completely changed. In the 1990s, in reaction to
communism, there prevailed the desire to import the
values of the West into Russia. In reaction to those
chaotic years, on the other hand, the Putin era has

seen a powerful reawakening of national pride, of the
idea that Russia is a great country, European of course,
but with its own values and traditions, which does not
take lessons from anyone. Some significance should be
attached to the results of a recent survey which com-
pared, at a distance of 20 years, the attitude of Russians
towards the US: back then 78% had “a positive view” of
the US, while today the figure is 14%.

With regard to the cultural identity of the new Rus-
sia, there is another aspect worth focusing on: the re-
lationship of the country to its history. It is something
that springs to the mind of anyone who visits Moscow
or St. Petersburg: everywhere there are symbols and
monuments of the Soviet era, everywhere there are
mosaics and marbles that celebrate patriotic values
and the communist utopia. Some 23 years after the end
of the USSR, but also 70 from the victory over Nazism,
the memory of the Soviet Union presents itself ever
more with the aura of national grandeur, rather than
with the gloomy face of despotic rule. We sometimes
see this praise of the Soviet past with suspicion, as a
sign of political retrenchment. I think that is a mistak-
en stance. Indeed, what is presented as a defect seems

A customer inspects a
t-shirt printed with an
image of Russian
President Vladimir
Putin at GUM
department store in
Moscow, June 11, 2014.
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and human rights, and who is aggressive towards oth-
er nations. A brief look at recent history is enough to
understand the reasons for this widespread disap-
proval: the war to defeat Chechen separatism was bru-
tal; unscrupulous methods were used to free himself
from internal adversaries, especially the oligarchs who
had gained the upper hand in the 1990s; foreign poli-
cy became assertive again; the administration of justice
remained murky; his leadership style looked autocrat-
ic at times; what’s more, the particular regard the Or-
thodox Church enjoys in Russia (see the convictions of
Pussy Riot or the defense of traditional sexual mores)
has certainly not helped win the sympathies of the
libertarian West. There remains the fact, and it is not a
small fact, that this negative judgment is not shared by
the vast majority of Russians, who have elected Putin
president three times and who today, according to the
most recent surveys, give his politics an approval rat-
ing of 85%. These are not manipulated figures: Russia
is not North Korea or Saudi Arabia, there are inde-
pendent polling institutes and the most recent presi-
dential elections were monitored by international ob-
servers. And the fact that much of the media leans to-
wards the government does not negate the fact that
Russians have free access to alternative sources (above
all internet, but also newspapers and radio stations).
One must conclude, whether we Europeans like it or
not, that Putin is very representative of his people,
who, at least until today, have been satisfied to have
him as president.

That the judgment of the
Russians should be so different
from those prevalent in the West
is, in itself, a significant fact,
which ought to stimulate cu-
riosity as well as respect. All the
more so because, in this ap-
proval, there is nothing myste-
rious, since it has to do, above
all, with the conditions of ma-
terial life: in the last 15 years,
Russians have enjoyed un-
precedented wealth, not only in
comparison with the privations
of the Soviet era, but also with
the glaring social inequalities of
the 1990s. Thanks also to favor-
able economic conditions (the
high price of oil), an entity that
previously did not exist in Rus-
sia came into being: the middle
class. This is a new, enterprising
generation, which earns a lot,
travels and gets to know the
world. As the American demog-
rapher Mark Adomanis writes,

“compared to the not-too-distant past, Russians live
longer, drink less, make more money, work more fre-
quently, have more children, and kill themselves less of-
ten. That’s not my opinion, it is what the data says.”

But wealth isn’t everything. If one only bears in
mind how chaotic and humiliating the Boris Yeltsin
years were in the eyes of Russians, it will be easier to un-
derstand how important it was for them to restore the
authority of the state, an objective pursued by Putin
ever since his first mandate. The multiplication of pow-
er centers, or rather the weakness of the executive, has
always, throughout Russian history, coincided with
murky periods. For this reason “Putinism” has been,
above all, a strengthening of central power and its at-
tributes. Along with military and political methods
(the Chechen War, defenestration of the oligarchs,
greater media control, re-appropriation of strategic
resources), this turnaround also took advantage of in-
stitutional instruments: the so-called “vertical pow-
er.” A fundamental point of this reform, aimed at curb-
ing centrifugal pressure, was the new status of the gov-
ernors of the regions, that is, of the more than 80 het-
erogeneous entities of the Russian Federation (put on
a par with the mayors of Moscow and St. Petersburg –
and today also Sevastopol): they would no longer be
elected from the bottom up (according to the Yeltsin-
ian slogan “the regions should take all the freedoms
they are capable of”), but directly appointed by the
Kremlin. In the architecture of a great federal state,
the balance between the whole and its parts is the

A bus rides by a giant
poster reading “The
fate of the Russian
people, to repeat the
feats of their
forefathers, defend
their native land. Join
the People’s Army of
the Donetsk Republic!”
in Donetsk, July 15,
2014.
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cy, the Russians must have
thought: better a de Gaulle.

This is all the more true be-
cause one of the aspects which
was most greatly neglected by
the European media is that
Putin represents, for good or for
ill, the most pro-European
point of equilibrium that Russ-
ian society expresses today: he
is the guarantor of Russian Oc-
cidentalism, despite the pres-
ent well-known complications.
If one leaves the small milieus of
Moscow and St. Petersburg,
Putin is more frequently put in
the dock in his country not be-
cause he is too authoritarian or
too anti-Western, but because
he is too little: too moderate in
Ukraine because he doesn’t
march on Kiev, too moderate at
home because he does not rein-
troduce the death penalty, too
sensitive to the concerns of his
European partners… Some-
times the Western media give
the impression of thinking that,
if only Putin were not there,
Russia would be like the Netherlands. And they forget
that the real opposition forces with a popular follow-
ing, those that might take power one day, are not the
liberal friends of Boris Nemtsov or Grigory Yavlinsky,
but the Zyuganov’s Communists, Zhirinovsky’s na-
tionalists, or others who are even less presentable.

Having said that, the spectacular protests of 2011-
2012, with the reawakening, after a long slumber, of civ-
il society, marked the need to reform the Russian po-
litical system, to allow into the institutions some of the
extraparliamentary forces that are not represented
there. After a decade of “stabilization,” the time had
come to ensure greater pluralism. To this end, at the
start of Putin’s third mandate, two important reforms
were launched. The first aims to make entry into the
Duma easier for forces that have so far been barred
from it: the procedures for registering new parties and
for taking part in elections have been simplified; fur-
thermore, the entry bar has been lowered from 7% to
5%. When, next year, a new parliament will be voted in,
fresh forces will probably enter. The second reform is
the return to the direct election of governors (albeit
with some filters for the selection of candidates). It is
the end of the system of appointments from on high,
which had been at the center of the “vertical power”
during Putin’s first mandates. The new system was al-
ready tested in the summer of 2013, with some not so

trivial results: for example, with the election of the
new mayor of Moscow, Sergey Sobyanin, competing
against the opposition candidate Alexei Navalny.

As can be seen, Putin’s third mandate, like the pre-
vious ones, has manifested itself, at least in the gov-
ernment of Russian society, with political measures
that may be as debatable as you wish but are certain-
ly not the mark of a “dictatorship.” There have been
signs of closure in some fields (the law on the trans-
parency of foreign-funded NGOs, the ban on LGBT
propaganda in the presence of minors) and of opening
up in others (electoral reform, the amnesty); but every-
thing within a policy inspired by the twin concern of
any responsible leader ruling in the Kremlin: to pro-
mote, in a measured and gradual way, the necessary re-
forms and, at the same time, to ensure stability and
popular consensus, holding the largest multicultural
state on earth together. Then, on February 22, 2014
there was a regime change in Kiev, followed by the an-
nexation of the Crimea, war in eastern Ukraine, sanc-
tions. And a new chapter of this story began.

Russian President
Vladimir Putin and
Russia’s Patriarch Kirill
lay flowers on
November 4, 2014
during a ceremony on
Red Square in Moscow
during the National
Unity Day, a holiday
which this year marks
the 402th anniversary of
the 1612 expulsion of
Polish occupiers from
the Kremlin.

massimo boffa is a journalist (former Moscow correspondent),
essayist (he edited Italian editions of Joseph de Maistre and Nikolai
Berdyaev) and scholar of Russian politics and culture.
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to me one of the more positive traits of the public spir-
it of the new Russia. For a great country, a relationship,
not indulgent, but finally at peace with its past (with the
dark pages and the bright ones) is a potent factor of
civic harmony, indispensable for a shared national
idea.

But post-Yeltsin Russia has not stopped at these un-
derlying elements. An unexpected turning point came
at the end of 2011, shortly after the announcement
that Putin was to stand for a third mandate: the coun-
try was shaken by mass demonstrations, animated by
those very urban middle classes that had grown during
the previous years. At the center of the protest was the
call for a reform of the political system, seen as too rigid
and incapable of integrating into its mechanisms the
new forces that had ripened in society. But more rad-
ical components, which were aiming to topple the
regime, were not missing from the streets. When, how-
ever, in March 2012, the election results gave a snapshot
of the real orientation of Russian society (Putin 63%,
Gennady Zyuganov 17%, Mikhail Prokhorov 8%,
Vladimir Zhirinovsky 6%, Sergey Mironov 4%), the

street movement gradually petered out. I was in
Moscow in those days and was struck, as everyone
was, by the president’s swift recovery in the polls, co-
inciding with the big demonstrations. The fact was
that, despite the sympathy that the young demonstra-
tors, taken individually, might have aroused, that move-
ment had provoked a deep disquiet in Russia, due to an
elementary fact: street opposition, a minority in the
country, could only win via non-democratic methods,
today we might say a kind of Maidan. Over Russia, in
those days, passed the cold shadow of the revolution,
which has always meant chaos and blood here. The op-
position between deep, popular, traditionalist Russia
and a radicalized intellectual minority had come to
light. In that situation, in the eyes of the voters, the ex-
traparliamentary opposition represented the idealist,
revolutionary, generous but irresponsible tradition of
this great country, while Putin represented the statist,
gradualist, moderate tradition. If all goes well, in ten
years or so, the likeable lads of Bolotnaya Square (just
as after the French May in 1968) will rise to the com-
mand positions. But today, for stability and democra-

Debutantes attend the
second ever London
based Russian Ball at
Old Billingsgate Hall.
The ball marks the
“coming out” into
society of 60 young
women who are
partnered for the
evening by 60 young
men. The Russian Ball
attempts to recreate
the lavish balls of years
gone by and with a
large Russian
community. London
was deemed to be the
perfect venue.
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