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today's reformers have to grapple not only with the totalitarian institu­
tions built in the communist era but also with the authoritarian practices 
that have existed in Russia for centuries. Far from being destroyed, the 
old totalitarian structures and authoritarian mentalities have demon­
strated a remarkable capacity for social mimicry and adaptability. 
Undemocratic political sensibilities are manifest in the institutions of 
mass communications, and old stereotypes continue to dominate public 
opinion. Reasons for the persistence of the old attitudes should be sought 
in the Russian political tradition, in the nation's civic culture, which was 
retained and amplified by the Soviet regime. Authoritarianism sustained 
by both violence and pervasive paternalism, a nearly universal disregard 
for legal norms and procedures, and an intolerance toward dissent are 
among the most salient features of Russian civic culture. On the one 
hand, this culture breeds widespread fear, obedience, and sycophancy; on 
the other, it encourages rebellion and contempt for any authorities or law 
among the Russians. We must bear in mind this political heritage when 
we contemplate the most recent upheavals in Russian history. At the same 
time, we should not gloss over real, if contradictory and painful, changes 
that Russian civic culture has undergone in recent years. 

"Political participation," "political support," and "public trust," worn­
out cliches though they are, have acquired decidedly new meaning since 
democratic reforms began to transform Russia. Just a few years ago, "par­
ticipation" and "support" were arbitrarily invoked by the Communist 
party whenever it wished to turn on the mechanisms of "double-think" 
and "unanimity" Now people in Russia have an opportunity to stake out 
their own political position and develop a conscious attitude toward 
politicians, parties, and social events, including the option of withdraw­
ing their trust altogether. The traditional preference for unanimity re­
mains strong and the choices practically available to the individual are 
quite limited, but the very fact that there is a choice in political matters is 
undeniable. 

We can isolate three stages in the nation's political development since 
1985. The first stage coincides with Gorbachev's perestroika and is distin­
guished by the half-hearted efforts to reform the Soviet system from 
above and from within by using the leverages provided by the system it­
self. Systematic opinion surveys that began in earnest in this period point 
to the growing prestige of Gorbachev and his politics, the expansion of 
glasnost in the public domain, and the rising hopes (especially among the 
intelligentsia) for liberal reform. The key question that roused the public 
at this point was: Who is to blame? This is a question familiar to several 
generations of Russian reformist intellectuals who have searched for 
ways to apportion blame for the nation's sorry state. The list of suspects 
submitted in the late 1980s included communist political leaders charged 
with distorting the "true" socialist model. All critics-from the top party 

Civic Culture • 301 

brass to extreme Russian nationalists to liberal dissidents-singled out 
Stalin as the major culprit. This was a neat way to exonerate oneself from 
responsibility and to spare the system's fundamental political institutions 
from serious criticism. Research findings from this period support this 
view. In 1988, 13 percent of Soviet citizens named Stalin and his legacy as 
the main cause of the country's problems. This figure grew to 35 percent 
in 1989. Similarly, Gorbachev's popularity among his countrymen peaked 
in 1988 at 51 percent, and interest and trust in the mass media crested in 
1989. After that, perestroika ran out of steam, the Soviet leader's popUlar­
ity plummeted, and radical reform ideas gained in prominence. . 

The second stage in Russia's political transformation raised another 
question: Who can you trust? In 1990, Boris Yeltsin took center stage as 
the new man of the year, first as a proponent of a more radical approach 
to perestroika and later as a radical democratic reformer. Political forces 
shaping public opinion underwent significant transformation in this pe­
riod. The reform alliance that gave perestroika its initial thrust and 
helped to legitimize it faded from the public scene. The public lost inter­
est in the critical press and its endless exposes of past abuses. Faced with 
a rising tide of militant nationalism, looming prospects of authoritarian­
ism, and the imminent breakdown of the Soviet Union, reform intellectu­
als retreated in disarray. The high point of this second stage was the 
August 1991 putsch, when Communist party apparatchiks made a des­
perate attempt to reclaim power, and the following radical counterputsch 
engineered by Yeltsin and his democratic supporters. The Soviet period of 
Russian history officially ended here, but some of its key institutions and 
mentalities have persisted. Our polls show that Yeltsin's popularity 
peaked in July 1990, when he was elected to chair the Russian Parliament. 
This finding suggests that Yeltsin appealed to the people first and fore­
most as a radical opposition leader. 

As the public began to lose interest in political debunkingand stories of 
Stalinist excesses, the new stage of Russia's political transformation com­
menced. This third stage, which dated back to early 1992, raised another 
question well known to reform-minded Russian intellectuals: What is to 
be done? The answer was sought not so much in unearthing new enemies 
and plotting new revolutions as in freeing prices from state control, en­
couraging private enterprise, and granting more autonomy to regional 
authorities. The liberal policies pursued at this stage tended to be idealis­
tic, impractical, and sometimes downright irrational. Liberalism and state 
reforms clearly parted company. Meanwhile, the populace shunned ide­
ology and gave the sacramental formula, "What is to be done," a prag­
matic reading, doing what it could to muddle through everyday life. 

Such a turn of events was particularly painful for the authoritarian so­
ciety. Ever since Russia embarked on the course of modernization some 
150 years ago, it had relied exclusively on authoritarian means to move 




