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The collapse of the Soviet Union ushered in a period of profound transformation in
Russia, a period analyzed extensively by the Transnational Institute (TNI) and others.
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This article delves into the complexities of Russia under Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir
Putin, examining the arguments presented in various TNI publications and other
scholarly works regarding the prevailing political-economic system as a form of "neo-
liberal autocracy." We will unpack this controversial characterization, exploring key
features such as privatization, oligarchic power, and the evolving relationship
between the state and the market. Further, we will analyze the role of state-
controlled capitalism, political repression, and the impact of globalization on
shaping Russia's trajectory.

The Yeltsin Era: Shock Therapy and the Rise of
Oligarchs

Boris Yeltsin's presidency (1991-1999) witnessed the rapid implementation of "shock
therapy," a radical program of economic liberalization. This involved rapid
privatization, deregulation, and market-oriented reforms. The TNI's analyses, along
with other critical perspectives, highlight the chaotic and uneven nature of this
transition. Instead of fostering a vibrant free market, it led to the emergence of a

Russia Under Yeltsin And Putin Neo Liberal Autocracy Transnational Institute Series



Russia Under Yeltsin And Putin Neo Liberal Autocracy Transnational Institute Series

powerful oligarchy - a small group of individuals who amassed enormous wealth
through the often questionable privatization of state assets. This process, detailed in
numerous TNI publications and academic works, fueled accusations of corruption and
inequality, significantly shaping the political landscape.

e Rapid Privatization: The "loans-for-shares" schemes, a controversial aspect of
this process, saw state-owned enterprises sold off at bargain prices to connected
oligarchs in exchange for loans to the government. This fostered an environment
of crony capitalism, rather than the intended free market.

* Weak State Capacity: The dismantling of Soviet institutions left the state weak
and vulnerable to manipulation by powerful economic interests. The resulting
lack of regulatory oversight exacerbated the problems of corruption and
inequality.

» Social Consequences: The shock therapy approach led to significant economic
hardship for a large segment of the population, with rising poverty and
unemployment rates. This social upheaval further contributed to political
instability.
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The Putin Era: State-Controlled Capitalism and
Authoritarianism

Vladimir Putin's ascent to power in 1999 marked a significant shift in Russian
governance. While maintaining some aspects of market liberalization, Putin
consolidated state power and implemented a system often described as "state-
controlled capitalism." This involved a reassertion of state control over key industries,
often through the process of nationalization or the strategic allocation of resources.
The TNI and other researchers have analyzed this system, highlighting the complex
interplay between market mechanisms and state power.

* Recentralization of Power: Putin's regime systematically curtailed the power
of the oligarchs, subjecting them to greater state control. This involved a
combination of legal and extra-legal measures, including prosecutions for
corruption and strategic asset seizures.

e State-Controlled Corporations: Key sectors of the Russian economy,
including energy, defense, and finance, came under increased state influence.
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These state-controlled corporations became major players in the global
economy, often acting as instruments of foreign policy.

e Authoritarian Consolidation: The shift towards state-controlled capitalism
went hand-in-hand with a tightening of political control. Independent media was
suppressed, political opposition was marginalized, and human rights were
routinely violated.

The Neo-Liberal Autocracy Framework: Critique
and Nuance

The label "neo-liberal autocracy" applied to Russia under Yeltsin and Putin requires
careful consideration. While elements of neo-liberal economic policies (privatization,
deregulation) were present, they were implemented in a highly selective and
politically controlled manner. The state, far from being a neutral arbiter, actively
shaped the market and used it to consolidate power. The TNI's research, while critical
of the system, often nuances this framework, acknowledging the complexities and
contradictions inherent in the Russian case.
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Global Implications and the Role of Globalization

Russia's economic and political trajectory under Yeltsin and Putin has had significant
global implications. The country's vast natural resources, especially energy, have
made it a key player in the global economy. However, the combination of state control
and opaque business practices has generated concerns about transparency and
accountability. Globalization, initially seen as a potential catalyst for democratization
and economic development, has instead been instrumentalized by the Russian state to
further its geopolitical aims.

Conclusion

Analyzing Russia's development under Yeltsin and Putin through the lens of neo-liberal
autocracy provides valuable insights into the country's complex political and economic
transformation. While the initial shock therapy approach aimed for a rapid transition to
a free market, it instead paved the way for the rise of oligarchs and profound social
inequalities. Putin's subsequent consolidation of power and re-assertion of state
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control resulted in a system characterized by a complex interaction of market forces
and authoritarian control. The TNI's contributions, along with other scholarly works,
are crucial for understanding the specific dynamics of this system and its global
implications. Further research is needed to fully grasp the long-term consequences of
this unique model of governance.

FAQ

Q1: How does the Russian model differ from typical neoliberal models?

Al: Unlike typical neoliberal models which emphasize minimal state intervention and
free markets, the Russian experience demonstrates a significant role for the state in
directing the economy, often prioritizing state-owned enterprises and strategic control
over industries. It's characterized by a selective and politically motivated application
of neoliberal principles.

Q2: What role did globalization play in shaping Russia's political economy?
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A2: Globalization provided opportunities for Russia to integrate into the global market,
particularly in the energy sector. However, this integration has also been used by the
state to consolidate its power and influence internationally. It hasn't necessarily
resulted in a more democratic or transparent political system.

Q3: What are the long-term consequences of Russia‘'s economic model?

A3: The long-term consequences are still unfolding. However, potential challenges
include persistent inequality, vulnerability to global economic shocks, and limited
opportunities for independent economic growth outside of state-controlled sectors.

Q4: How has the Russian model influenced other countries?

A4: The Russian model, with its blend of market liberalization and authoritarian
control, has had limited direct influence on other countries. However, its experience
serves as a cautionary tale about the potential pitfalls of rapid economic transitions
and the dangers of unchecked state power.

Q5: What is the significance of the Transnational Institute's research on this

Russia Under Yeltsin And Putin Neo Liberal Autocracy Transnational Institute Series



Russia Under Yeltsin And Putin Neo Liberal Autocracy Transnational Institute Series

topic?

A5: The TNI's research provides a critical perspective on Russia's economic and
political development, challenging dominant narratives and highlighting the social and
economic costs associated with the country's unique path. Their work often focuses on
the impact on marginalized communities and the persistence of inequality.

Q6: Are there alternative interpretations of Russia’s political-economic
system?

AG6: Yes, alternative interpretations exist. Some scholars emphasize the persistence of
certain aspects of the Soviet system, others focus on the unique historical context and
geopolitical pressures shaping Russia's development, while still others emphasize the
influence of specific individuals and power dynamics.

Q7: How does the level of corruption impact the analysis of Russia's political
economy?

A7: Corruption is deeply intertwined with Russia's political economy. It fuels
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inequality, hinders economic development, and undermines the rule of law.
Understanding the systemic nature of corruption is critical for analyzing the
functioning of the state and the effectiveness of the economic system.

Q8: What are the future prospects for Russia's political-economic system?

A8: The future prospects are uncertain. The system's inherent vulnerabilities,
including dependence on natural resources and a lack of robust democratic
institutions, suggest potential instability. However, the Russian state’s capacity for
adaptation and control suggests significant resilience to internal and external
pressures.

Russia Under Yeltsin and Putin: A Neo-Liberal
Autocracy? Examining the Transnational Institute
Series

Understanding the evolution of Russia's political and economic landscape since the
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collapse of the Soviet Union is a complex undertaking. The time encompassing the
presidencies of Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin presents a particularly intriguing case
study, often described - albeit debated - as a form of "neo-liberal autocracy." This
article will examine this description using insights from the Transnational Institute
(TNI) series and other relevant scholarship, deconstructing the entangled threads of
economic restructuring and political control.

The TNI series, through its various publications, offers a critical perspective on Russia's
path since 1991. It argues that the first phase under Yeltsin, characterized by rapid
privatization and market liberalization, was far from a authentic embrace of neo-liberal
principles. Instead, it experienced a turbulent transition marked by the appearance of
an wealthy class that accumulated vast fortunes through opaque deals and used the
unstable regulatory system to their benefit. This procedure, often described as "shock
therapy," resulted in widespread economic suffering and social upheaval, undermining
public trust in the regime.

The subsequent consolidation of power under Putin moreover confounded the
narrative. While at first presenting a facade of calm, Putin's rule has been marked by
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the suppression of political resistance, constraints on civil rights, and the
reestablishment of state control over key sectors of the economy. This mixture of
authoritarian political practices and a targeted embrace of market mechanisms is
often seen as the characteristic feature of neo-liberal autocracy.

The TNI series highlights the influence played by worldwide financial institutions and
multinational corporations in shaping this development. The enforcement of structural
restructuring programs, often with requirements attached, contributed to the
undermining of state capacity and the establishment of a environment conducive to
wrongdoing. The removal of natural wealth and the sale of state-owned enterprises
often aided foreign investors at the expense of the Russian people.

One can draw comparisons between Russia's experience and other post-communist
nations in Central and Eastern Europe. However, the magnitude of economic disparity
and the amount of political repression in Russia differentiate it from many of its
neighbors. The TNI's work stresses the necessity to study these differences and
understand the particular context of Russia's change.
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In closing, the TNI series provides a valuable framework for interpreting Russia under
Yeltsin and Putin. While the term "neo-liberal autocracy" might be argued, the
information suggests a complicated interplay between economic opening and political
control. This interplay has generated in profound social and economic consequences,
emphasizing the significance of a critical understanding of Russia's recent history. The
TNI's ongoing study continues to be essential in explaining this crucial topic.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is neo-liberal autocracy? Neo-liberal autocracy is a political-economic
system that combines elements of neo-liberal economic policies (such as privatization
and market liberalization) with authoritarian political rule. It often features limited
political freedoms and a strong state that uses its power to benefit specific economic
interests.

2. How does the TNI series contribute to understanding Russia's
development? The TNI series provides a critical perspective on Russia's post-Soviet
transition, emphasizing the role of international actors, the consequences of "shock
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therapy," and the emergence of neo-liberal autocratic features under Putin.

3. What are the long-term implications of Russia's political-economic model?
The long-term implications are uncertain, but the current model raises concerns about
sustainable economic development, social inequality, and the potential for further
political repression.

4. How does Russia’s experience compare to other post-Soviet states? While

other post-Soviet states experienced similar challenges, Russia's degree of economic

inequality and political repression distinguishes it from many of its neighbors. The TNI
series underscores the importance of considering the specific context of each nation's
transition.
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