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Abstract

The constitutional crisis of 1993 was one of the major turning points in the failed democratization of Russia and subsequent turn of the country towards personalist authoritarianism. The October 1993 conflict, as the crisis is commonly called in Russia, was driven by a strategic choice of priorities by Russia’s political leadership during the post-Communist “triple transition”. After the overthrow of the Communist regime in August 1991, Russian elites prioritized market reforms and sacrificed further democratization of the country for the sake of preserving the new political status quo. This choice, made at the expense of building new democratic institutions, greatly contributed to the clash between the plebiscitary legitimacy of president Boris Yeltsin and unconstrained legality of the parliament, which was resolved in a violent zero-sum game in October 1993. The new Russian constitution sought to drastically reduce institutional constraints to presidential power.  Its approval paved the way to authoritarian regime building and served as a role model for other post-Soviet countries.
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Introduction: A Neglected Authoritarian Turn?

On 21 September 1993, the Russian president Boris Yeltsin appeared on national TV to announce that he had signed decree No.1400 dissolving of the Congress of People’s Deputies and the Supreme Soviet of Russia (hereafter the Russian parliament, unless otherwise stated) and called for new parliamentary elections in December 1993.[footnoteRef:1] Yeltsin’s move was an open and blatant violation of the Russian constitution. It is therefore no wonder that the parliament, following a verdict from the Constitutional Court, voted to impeach Yeltsin, and appointed the vice president Alexander Rutskoi as acting president. Thus, Russia ended up with a kind of diarchy. Some politicians and parties, as well as regional leaders, proposed a return to the previous status quo and simultaneous early presidential and parliamentary elections. These proposals were negotiated by representatives of Yeltsin and the parliament. These broke down on 3 October 1993, when at an anti-Yeltsin’s rally in Moscow supporters of the parliament launched riots and attacked a major television station and the Moscow mayor’s office. Yeltsin’s reaction was quick and bloody: the next day army troops shelled the parliament’s seat using tanks. According to official figures, 146 people were killed during this storm of violence. Several leaders of the parliament and some other opposition figures, including Rutskoi, were arrested, while certain opposition parties were banned. This was a zero-sum solution to the intra-elite conflict, ongoing since 1992, which involved a major political confrontation between the Yeltsin-led executive and the Russian legislature. Yeltsin and his team, backed by a broad coalition of supporters, effectively eliminated their rivals, who lacked public support. In the end, the idea of executive accountability before the legislature in Russia was buried, as was that of checks and balances. Yeltsin’s camp ultimately won and used the outcome of the conflict to maximize presidential power. In unconstrained conditions new rules of the game were added to the Russian constitution, approved through the popular vote on the referendum, held on 12 December 1993, the same day as new parliamentary elections. [1:  I would like to thank George Payne for linguistic assistance during the preparation of this article.] 

This episode of political history of post-Communist Russia, commonly known as the October 1993 conflict, was one of the key events on Russia’s path towards building a personalist authoritarian regime, established and consolidated in the 2000s and 2010s.[footnoteRef:2] Such an assessment is reflected in the authoritative Autocratic Regime Dataset compiled by leading scholars of political science,[footnoteRef:3] and shared by several observers.[footnoteRef:4] However, the 1993 political conflict, despite being widely discussed immediately after the event,[footnoteRef:5] has become less salient in the literature on Russian politics in the three decades since. Even though there is a near consensus among scholars on Russia about strong non-democratic potential of the 1993 constitution in terms of separation of powers,[footnoteRef:6] several analysts and experts mostly concentrated on authoritarian regime building during Putin’s rule, and tend to juxtapose Yeltsin’s period of seemingly democratic rule with the more recent autocratization under Putin.[footnoteRef:7] From this perspective, the 1993 conflict is at most mentioned in passing as a relatively minor bump on the road of Russian democratization under Yeltsin, which was distorted by Putin later on. An in-depth analysis of Russia’s political trajectory requires a more systematic exploration of causes and effects of the 1993 conflict and of its impact on Russia’s political developments. This article reassesses this episode within the context of authoritarian transformation in post-Communist Russia. [2:  Brian D. Taylor, The Code of Putinism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018); Timothy Frye, The Weak Strongman: The Limits of Power in Putin’s Russia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021).]  [3:  Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, Erica Frantz, “Autocratic Breakdown and Regime Transitions: A New Data Set,” Perspectives on Politics 12, no. 1 (2014): 313-331; https://sites.psu.edu/dictators/ (accessed 15 October 2023).]  [4:  Lilia Shevtsova, Yeltsin’s Russia: Myths and Reality (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1999); Viktor Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie pralamenta: perelomnye gody v rossiiskoi politike (1985-1993) (Moscow: Carnegie Moscow Center, 2005), vol. 2.]  [5:  Archie Brown, “The October Crisis of 1993: Context and Implications,” Post-Soviet Affairs 9, no. 3 (1993): 183-195; George W. Breslauer, “The Roots of Polarization: A Comment,” Post-Soviet Affairs 9, no. 3 (1993): 222-230; Robert Sharlet, “Russian Constitutional Crisis: Law and Politics under Yeltsin,” Post-Soviet Affairs 9, no. 4 (1993): 314-336.]  [6:  William A. Clark, “Presidential Power and Democratic Stability under the Russian Constitution: A Comparative Analysis,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 28, no .3 (1998): 620-637; Timothy J. Colton, Cindy Skach, “The Russian Predicament,” Journal of Democracy 16, no. 3 (2005): 113-126.]  [7:  Michael McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace: An American Ambassador in Putin’s Russia (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018).] 

Although the background of the 1993 conflict and its chronology is well documented in great detail,[footnoteRef:8] the analysis of its roots in the literature, with some notable exceptions,[footnoteRef:9] mostly concentrates on major policy disagreements between two sides: the Russian president and his government versus the parliament.[footnoteRef:10] While Yeltsin and his team vigorously advocated market economic reforms and insisted on financial stabilization, the parliament opposed such an agenda and increased budget deficits in one way or another.[footnoteRef:11] Given that the policy dimension of the conflict dominated public discourse during the 1993 conflict and in the immediate aftermath, it is no wonder that its policy-centered explanations, bar some exceptions,[footnoteRef:12] still prevail. These evaluations, in turn, mostly reflect the political and policy preferences of observers. Mainstream economic liberals tend to juxtapose market reformers in the government, who heroically struggled against the remnants of the Soviet system, and their Communist-led rivals, who opposed market economy for ideological reasons. Such a narrative portrays the disbanding of the parliament as a final elimination of Soviet political institutions, and a victory of market reforms over the evils of the ancien régime.[footnoteRef:13] Their critics offered an alternative narrative, and perceived 1993 conflict as a removal of a parliament elected by a popular vote by devilish neoliberals[footnoteRef:14] (or, as Peter Reddaway and Dmitri Glinski labeled them, “market Bolsheviks”),[footnoteRef:15] who intended to destroy any remaining democratic obstacles to building of new authoritarian and plutocratic capitalism. Despite major differences in interpretations, the major focus is on the personalities of political leaders:[footnoteRef:16] Yeltsin, Rutskoi, chair of the parliament Ruslan Khasbulatov, and the chief architect of Russian economic reforms Yegor Gaidar all feature heavily. [8:  Oktyabr’ 1993. Khronika perevorota (Moscow: Vek XX i mir, 1993) http://old.russ.ru/antolog/1993/ (accessed 15 October 1993); Aleksei Surkov, Nadezhda Zheleznova, Anna Panova, eds. Moskva. Osen’-93. Khronika protivostoyaniya (Moscow: Respublika, 1995); Oleg Moroz, Tak kto zhe rasstrelyal parlament? (Moscow: Rus’-Olimp, 2007).]  [9:  Lilia Shevtsova, Yeltsin’s Russia: Myths and Reality, chapters 3-4; Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie pralamenta, vol.2, chapters 17-22.]  [10:  Anders Åslund, How Russia Became a Market Economy (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1995); Andrei Shleifer, Daniel Treisman, Without a Map: Political Tactics and Economic Reform in Russia (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000)]  [11:  Vladimir Mau, The Political History of Economic Reform in Russia, 1985-1994 (London: Center for Research into Communist Economies, 1995); Yegor Gaidar, Days of Defeat and Victory (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1999), chapters 8-10.]  [12:  Thomas F. Remington, The Russian Parliament: Institutional Evolution in a Transitional Regime, 1989-1999 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001); Josephine Andrews, When Majorities Fail: The Russian Parliament 1990-1993 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).]  [13:  Åslund, How Russia Became a Market Economy; Michael McFaul, Russia’s Unfinished Revolution: Political Change from Gorbachev to Putin (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001), chapters 4-5.]  [14:  Boris Kagarlitsky, Russia under Yeltsin and Putin: Neo-Liberal Autocracy (London: Pluto Press, 2002).]  [15:  Peter Reddaway, Dmitri Glinski, Tragedy of Russia’s Reforms: Market Bolshevism against Democracy (Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 2001), chapter 7.]  [16:  Yitzhak M. Brudny, “Ruslan Khasbulatov, Aleksandr Rutskoi, and Intraelite Conflict in Postcommunist Russia, 1991–1994,” in Patterns in Post-Soviet Leadership, ed. Timothy J. Colton, Robert C. Tucker (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), 75-101; Timothy J. Colton, Yeltsin: A Life (New York, NJ: Basic Books, 2008), Chapter 10.] 

However, both narratives are highly problematic in factual terms. The victory of market reformers did not bring financial stabilization to Russia. Major advancements on this front even slowed after the 1993 conflict.[footnoteRef:17] Also, Russian siloviki, who played a major role in the 1993 conflict and became its major beneficiaries, hardly resembled “market Bolsheviks”. The political influence of market reformers took a hit in subsequent months and years. These narratives are even more problematic in conceptual terms. Both tend to see the 1993 conflict in Manichean and teleological terms. The clash between Yeltsin and the parliament is framed as a Hollywood film-style battle between “good guys” and “bad guys”, rejecting the possibility that the conflict could have ended in anything other than a zero-sum game. But when one looks at major transitions in the post-Communist world or elsewhere, economic policy disagreements rarely led to zero-sum violent outcomes, major institutional changes and authoritarian turns. We would be better of accepting that these narratives are imperfect instruments for explaining causes and effects of the 1993 conflict. A more in-depth perspective, with an emphasis on political rather than economic policy angle of the 1993 conflict, is required to better understand this episode within the broader context of Russia’s post-Communist political transformation.  [17:  Daniel Treisman, “Fighting Inflation in a Transitional Regime: Russia's Anomalous Stabilization,” World Politics 50, no. 2 (1998): 235-265.] 

In this article, I explore a different conceptual framework for analysis of post-Communist transformation in Russia, proposed in one of my previous monographs. It focused on the agency-driven choice of strategy of changes in Russia after 1991, and on the consequences of prioritizing economic reforms over democratization as a major driver of the 1993 conflict.[footnoteRef:18] It also discusses the contradiction between plebiscitary legitimacy of Yeltsin’s rule and unconstrained legality of the parliament as drivers of the 1993 conflict. In the conclusion, I will reconsider the outcomes of the 1993 conflict in a theoretical and comparative perspective of the study of political transformations in post-Communist world and beyond. [18:  Vladimir Gel’man, Authoritarian Russia: Analyzing Post-Soviet Regime Changes (Pittsburg, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2015), chapters 2-3.] 


Sacrificing Democratization in Russia

In late 1991, just before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the German scholar Claus Offe published a much-cited essay about the complexity of post-Communist transformations.[footnoteRef:19] He was perceptive about the unprecedented scale of these changes in world history because of their simultaneity along three major axes. Countries in Eastern Europe and (then) the Soviet Union were presented with the need for simultaneous transformation of: 1. imperial state models inherited from the Soviet (and often pre-Soviet) era into modern nation-states; 2. centralized planned economies into free market economies; and 3. one-party authoritarian regimes into competitive democracies. Offe noted that while most West European countries solved these three tasks (not always successfully) one by one over several decades and even centuries, post-Communist countries encountered an entirely new phenomenon, the issue of a “triple transition,” which implied difficult and painful reforms in all areas “here and now.” Thus, the temptation of step-by-step gradual changes over time (e.g., first building the nation-state, then market economic reforms, with democratization coming only after these steps), as well as the risk that reforms would be rejected at all, was very strong. However, as Offe argued, the “dilemma of simultaneity” had a somewhat paradoxical solution: despite all the apparent challenges and risks, only the simultaneous pursuit of democratization, economic reforms, and state and nation building could bring post-Communist countries relatively quick success, while step-by-step protracted change could only deepen problems and crises. [19:  Claus Offe, “Capitalism by Democratic Design? Democratic Theory Facing the Triple Transition in East Central Europe,” Social Research 58, no. 4 (1991): 865-892.] 

Assessing the experience of post-Communist countries more than three decades after the publication of Offe’s essay, one might agree that the “dilemma of simultaneity” was resolved more or less successfully in several East European countries, which in the 1990s built both market economies and competitive democracies, culminating in their membership of the European Union in the 2000s.[footnoteRef:20] As for Russia, its trajectory of change was radically different: Russia’s leadership prioritized market reforms over democratization. Economic reforms, however, faced excessively high inflation and a deep and protracted recession. At the same time, democratization, which was launched with the first competitive elections and the emergence of new political parties in 1989-1991, even before the Soviet collapse,[footnoteRef:21] was curtailed in the 1990s, before being done away with in the 2000s. One might argue that Russia’s solution to the problem of triple transition resulted in partial and inconsistent outcomes for economic reforms and had a negative impact on democratization. The complicated tasks of state- and nation-building in Russia was also resolved imperfectly, but analysis of these issues is not the main focus of this article. What caused these developmental trends, why did Russia resolve the dilemma of simultaneity in such a perverse way, and to what extent the 1993 political conflict affected by Russia’s choice for resolution of this dilemma?  [20:  Anders Åslund, Building Capitalism: The Transformation of the Former Soviet Bloc (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Milada Anna Vachudova, Europe Undivided: Democracy, Leverage, and Integration after Communism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).]  [21:  M. Steven Fish, Democracy from Scratch: Opposition and Regime in the New Russian Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995); Archie Brown, The Gorbachev Factor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), chapter 5; Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.1, chapters 2-4.] 

Answering these questions requires a reconsideration of the role of agency in major strategic choices at major critical junctures in Russian politics in the 1990s. In my view, Russia’s political regime trajectory was not doomed from the very beginning of transition because of the structural constraints, such as its economic legacy, ethno-territorial composition, or cultural traits.[footnoteRef:22] Although these and other structural constraints inevitably put limits on political choices, actors in post-Communist Russia (and elsewhere) define their strategic priorities based on the combination of their resources, perceptions, and previous strategies, aiming for the goal of power maximization under these conditions. Russia’s experience in the early 1990s is very much important in this respect, given the extraordinarily high levels of uncertainty caused by the collapse of the Communist party and Soviet state compounded by deep economic troubles. This uncertainty affected the making and implementation of major decisions. In fact, in August-December 1991 with the end of the Communist regime and the Soviet state, the time horizon for planning shortened to months if not weeks. Under these conditions, many important decisions resulted in unintended consequences for the political actors themselves and for the country as a whole. [22:  Vladimir Gel’man, “Bringing Actors Back In: Political Choices and Sources of Post-Soviet Regime Dynamics,” Post-Soviet Affairs 34, no. 5 (2018): 282-296.] 

Probably the most important critical juncture in post-Soviet Russian politics actually occurred even before the end of the Soviet Union, in October 1991 amid inevitable coming collapse of the Soviet state. Russia’s political leaders, who suddenly and even rather unexpectedly found themselves as full-scale rulers of this country after August 1991, found on their agenda the choice between alternative pathways for Russia’s political and economic reforms, with high uncertainty about the possible consequences of strategic decisions. Russia’s president and parliament, initially established as subnational governing bodies, had to deal with an overwhelming burden of nationwide issues. However, even with the risk of political and economic turmoil, Russian rulers based their authority on a high level of mass support, which was partly reflected in Yeltsin’s strong resistance to the coup of August 1991, and a sense of optimism among the general public. In other words, Russia’s political leaders had in October 1991 a narrow and short-term “window of opportunity” to make strategic choices for the country’s political development.
Following Offe’s line of reasoning, one might consider a hypothetical solution to the Russian version of the dilemma of simultaneity in October 1991. From this viewpoint, the Russian parliament at that time could have quickly adopted a new national constitution for a new state (the Russian Federation), thus establishing a new institutional framework for post-Soviet Russian statehood. It could then call for first post-Communist “founding elections” for a new Russian president and parliament. The transitional government would then have electoral legitimacy and could conduct urgently needed market reforms. To some extent, this was the logic of changes in several Eastern European countries and the Baltic states. In Russia this solution not discussed seriously as a possible developmental pathway by the new power-holders of the country.[footnoteRef:23] We can never know what might have happened if simultaneous political and economic reforms had been adopted in Russia: discussing the probability for success or failure of these scenarios is counter-factual and speculative. In fact, the Russian dilemma of simultaneity was resolved in a different way. Democratization was first removed as a top priority on the reformers’ agenda, then postponed to a more distant future, and finally done away with. By contrast, market economic reforms were prioritized and conducted under conditions of the deep and protracted transformational recession up until the 1998 economic crisis. [23:  For a discussion, see, in particular, Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.1, chapters 10, 12.] 

The principal choice was made in October-November 1991. The Fifth Congress of People’s Deputies, held these days in Moscow, refused to discuss the draft of the new constitution, which had been proposed by the special Constitutional Commission, led by Yeltsin. Instead, it agreed with the other proposal made by Yeltsin, which implied several major changes in the period up to December 1992. Yeltsin came to hold two combined posts simultaneously, those of the president and the prime minister. The Congress granted Yeltsin extraordinary powers to hand down presidential decrees (which had legal force similar to laws adopted by the legislature), and to appoint and dismiss members of the government without parliamentary approval. Also, elections of subnational authorities were abolished in most Russian regions (except in ethnic republics), and Yeltsin got the right to appoint and dismiss subnational chief executives in most regions and in the capital cities of these regions (again, except in ethnic republics). This practice later on was dubbed in the Russian political slang as the “executive power vertical”. As a result, Russia “froze” all the previous political institutions that existed in the country at the moment of this decision. Market economic reform became the top priority, and soon after this decision, Yeltsin appointed his new government, effectively led by first deputy prime minister Gaidar, thus launching the process of market reforms.[footnoteRef:24] In short, the very agenda of political changes, which sought further democratization of Russia, in October-November 1991 was turned down for in favor of market transition without much hesitation. While the relative costs and benefits of this choice turned out to be dubious at best, its political consequences for political regime dynamics in Russia became irreversible. [24:  Petr Aven, Alfred Kokh, Gaidar’s Revolution: The Inside Account of the Economic Transformation of Russia (London: I.B.Tauris, 2015).] 

The logic of strategic choice in October 1991 was driven mostly by the self-interests and expectations of Russia’s new rulers. After the failure of the Communist coup in August 1991, the Russian president and the parliament were the ultimate winners, as they were able to concentrate major levers of power in their hands. However, they had not won by pure chance, in the manner of a lottery. Rather, their victory resulted from a coincidence of circumstances. The Soviet political regime fell apart, and previously forbidden fruit became easily available to those who shook the tree hard enough. Russia’s new rulers, however, were not bounded by ideological or organizational unity: the winning coalition around Yeltsin in 1990–1991 was largely ad hoc and based upon a negative consensus against the previous status quo and against the Soviet rulers led by Gorbachev. It involved market-oriented liberals, anti-Communists who often called themselves “democrats”, rent-seekers from various interest groups, and some of the Soviet state and Communist party officials who shifted their preferences toward the new winners at the right time. Except for some ideologically-driven political activists, commitments to democracy among many members of this new winning coalition were ambiguous.[footnoteRef:25] Take the words of Anatoly Sobchak, who openly stated in the conversation with the author of this article during the summer of 1990: “we are in power; that is democracy.”[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Alexander Lukin, Political Culture of the Russian “Democrats” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).]  [26:  Gel’man, Authoritarian Russia, xi-xii.] 

While the goal of power maximization was already achieved after August 1991 simply because of the end of Communist power, the new Russia’s rulers had little interest in losing power through electoral means. From this perspective, the promotion of open political competition was not a desirable goal. For instance, the proposed moratorium on popular elections of regional chief executives imposed in October 1991 came from political analysts in Yeltsin’s administration, who predicted that their candidates were capable of winning in only ten of twelve regions and would lose in other areas.[footnoteRef:27] Moreover, the priority was to pursue unpopular market reforms while being insulated from public influence.[footnoteRef:28] That abandonment of democratization was fueled by fears of mass resistance to market reforms during the inevitable decline in living standards[footnoteRef:29] along the “valley of tears” during an unavoidable transformational recession.[footnoteRef:30] Under these conditions, electoral defeat of the Russian elites, who just received an access to major levers of power, was believed to be a highly likely outcome of democratization. If, in the words of Adam Przeworski, democracy is “a system in which incumbents lose elections and leave office when the rules so dictate,”[footnoteRef:31] then the winning coalition around Yeltsin in October 1991 had no strong incentives for building an electoral democracy because of the lack of rational motivation to risk voluntarily losing power. No other incentives were provided to build new democratic institutions instead of dividing the spoils and rents after the Soviet collapse, and the idea of establishing new institutional arrangements was ultimately rejected by the new rulers themselves. This is why building democratic institutions in Russia was sacrificed for the sake of market reforms: first, it was postponed as the default option in October 1991, and then gradually disappeared from the agenda of Russian politics, especially after the conflict of 1993. [27:  Aleksandr Sobyanin, Dmitry Yur’ev, Yuri Skorinov, “Vyderzhit li Rossiya eshche odni vybory v 1991 godu,” Nevskii kur’er no. 11 (1991): 4–5; McFaul, Russia’s Unfinished Revolution, chapter 4.]  [28:  Stephan Haggard, Robert Kaufman, The Political Economy of Democratic Transitions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995)]  [29:  “Zhestkim kursom... analiticheskaya zapiska Leningradskoi assotsiatsii sotsial’no-ekonomicheskikh nauk,” Vek XX i mir no. 6 (1990): 15–19.]  [30:  Jeffrey D. Sachs, “Crossing the Valley of Tears in East European Reform,” Challenge 34, no. 5 (1991): 26–34.]  [31:  Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe and Latin America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 10.] 


Legitimacy versus Legality

To a certain extent, the 1991 plan for advancement of radical market economic reforms and postponement of Russia’s democratization had its reasons: some of Yeltsin’s supporters sincerely expected that upon overcoming the economic crisis, the democratization agenda would return to the list of priorities of Russia’s rulers. We will never know whether these expectations were naïve and illusory; the reality was very different. The blueprint for economic reform, also known as the “Washington consensus,” included a package of price liberalization and financial stabilization through conservative fiscal and budgetary policies. The government launched these reforms in January 1992, but failed to achieve financial stabilization for a number of reasons, including two major difficulties. First, Russia and post-Soviet countries (except the Baltic states) still used the same Soviet currency, the ruble, but were unable to implement a common monetary policy. This was a side effect of the Soviet collapse and made a financial stabilization in all of these countries a daunting task. In the end, their monetary systems separated only in 1993-1994.[footnoteRef:32] The second problem related to the poor policy coordination between the Russian government and the Central Bank of Russia, accountable before the parliament.[footnoteRef:33] Gaidar himself recommended the experienced former head of the Soviet central bank Viktor Gerashchenko, to run the new Central Bank of Russia, but they were pulling in opposite directions.[footnoteRef:34] Soft credits, offered by Gerashchenko to major state enterprises, not only greatly contributed to inflation but also made the very plan of financial stabilization completely unrealistic.[footnoteRef:35] It is hard to say whether these policy differences were driven by ideational or personal disagreements. Gerashchenko was eventually fired from his job in October 1994, but then served again as a chair of the Central Bank of Russia after the economic crisis of 1998 till 2002, when Gaidar had left the scene and at that time he ran tight monetary policy.[footnoteRef:36] [32:  Marek Dabrowski, Jacek Rostowski, “What Went Wrong? The Reasons for the Failure of Stabilization in Russia in 1992,” CASE Studies and Analyses, no. 44 (1995), 
http://www.case-research.eu/sites/default/files/publications/3459678_sa44_0.pdf (accessed 15 October 2023).]  [33:  See  the contribution by Rupprecht and Sahling in this issue.]  [34:  Juliet Johnson, A Fistful of Rubles: The Rise and Fall of the Russian Banking System (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000), chapter 3.]  [35:  Gaidar, Days of Defeat and Victory, 164-165. For more detailed accounts, see Daniel Treisman, “The Politics of Soft Credit in Post-Soviet Russia,” Europe-Asia Studies 47, no. 6 (1995): 949-976; Philip Hanson, “What Sort of Capitalism is Developing in Russia?” Communist Economies and Economic Transformation 9, no. 1 (1997): 27-42.]  [36:  Juliet Johnson, Priests of Prosperity: How Central Bankers Transformed the Post-Communist World (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2016), chapter 6.] 

Without discussing the many details of the thorny and complicated pathways of Russia’s market transition, it suffices here to say thatthe painful and protracted economic reforms were conducted under conditions of a failed financial stabilization. The “valley of tears” of transformation recession became much deeper and longer than in many East European countries, and only the default and large-scale devaluation of Russia’s national currency in August 1998 marked the end of this process. The failure also posed new challenges for Russia’s rulers. First, the new winning coalition, which emerged in August 1991 and launched market reforms some months later, was too large and could not easily divide its gains without disadvantaging some of its participants. Second, in the wake of the troubles of economic reform and the decline of mass public support for the rulers, the coalition soon broke down. Some of the allies of August 1991 had turned into mortal enemies as early as April 1992. When the parliament delegated large extraordinary powers to Yeltsin but did not receive the expected return in terms of political and policy influence, a sizable part of its members naturally felt deceived. It is no surprise that some of Yeltsin’s former supporters - including his own running mate Rutskoi, and Khasbulatov, previously also endorsed by Yeltsin – embraced a harsher criticism of the government while that government refused to build formal and informal coalitions with the parliament and largely ignored it.[footnoteRef:37] While before October 1991, Yeltsin relied upon a slight majority of his supporters in the parliament, over time this base of support gradually disappeared, even though the hardline opposition, led by the Communists, also lacked a majority.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Brudny, “Ruslan Khasbulatov, Aleksandr Rutskoi, and Intraelite Conflict”; Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol. 2, chapters 15, 16.]  [38:  Andrews, When Majorities Fail, chapter 2.] 

The failure of financial stabilization and the trap of protracted market reforms was hardly unique to post-Communist Russia.[footnoteRef:39] The difference shows itself in the political response to these similar economic challenges. In 1992-1993, Yeltsin actually had a certain amount of room for maneuver. He could revise a list of priorities, opt for political and policy compromise, drop the pursuit of one-off radical drive for economic reforms and instead propose a major government reshuffle, returning to the agenda of political reforms, including the adoption of a new constitution and holding of new elections. Most probably, such a solution could make Russia’s path to financial stabilization even more painful and protracted, but it could have avoided major political conflict and help to build democratic political institutions. To some extent, Ukrainian political trajectory in the 1990s was the alternative: major underachievement in economic terms, but progress in building democratic institutions.[footnoteRef:40] Such a road was not taken because it did not suit the interests of Yeltsin and his political camp. At best, this turn may have led to their weakened them politically, or led to defeat at the ballot box. Instead of searching for compromise, Yeltsin preferred an alternative strategy, which was implemented in full over the course of 1992 and 1993: he shifted the blame for the hardships of economic reforms onto the shoulders of his political rivals. [39:  Anders Åslund, Peter Boone, Simon Johnson, “How to Stabilize: Lessons from Post-Communist Countries,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity no. 1 (1996): 217-313.]  [40:  Anders Åslund, How Ukraine Became a Market Economy and Democracy (Washington DC: Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2008); Pekka Sutela, The Underachiever: Ukraine’s Economy Since 1991 (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2012)
https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/03/09/underachiever-ukraine-s-economy-since-1991-pub-47451 (access 15 October 2023)] 

The parliament was an easy target for shifting the blame. The parliament was not innocent, as its many decisions and political statements were often incompetent, pro-inflationist, and in many ways added insult to injury in terms of Russia’s numerous economic problems. However, it was neither the major and nor the only source of these problems. The dissolution of the parliament in October 1993 did not benefit the Russian economy. In political terms, shifting the blame for high inflation onto the parliament was, although very risky, a largely successful strategy for Yeltsin. It enabled the president and his entourage to effective use the increasing division within the political elite and the rise of political polarization to maximize power at the expense of their opponents. Yeltsin was a pivotal actor in his winning coalition. As his authority and mass public support in that period exceeded those of all his allies put together, he was able to restructure the winning coalition in an arbitrary way and made effective use of this tool during the entire period of his presidency. In a way, Putin continued this practice during the 2000s. This is exactly what happens first during the Sixth Congress of People’s Deputies in April 1992. Yeltsin openly announced that the parliament is the major obstacle for Russia’s market reforms and its disempowerment is absolutely necessary for the country. Such an approach paved the way for further confrontation between Russian executive and the legislature, climaxing in the violent end of the 1993 conflict.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.2, chapter 14.] 

Meanwhile, the parliament gradually lost patience with Yeltsin, who disregarded his rivals and paid little attention to their policy proposals. More and more parliamentarians, in turn, intended to take back the extraordinary powers delegated to Yeltsin in 1991, and diminish his ability to rule unchecked. The problem was not only the asymmetry in the amount of resources held by Yeltsin and the parliament, but also the asymmetry in the nature of these resources. The parliament based its actions upon the principle of unconstrained legality: according to the then acting Russian constitution, it was empowered to adopt any legal decision through the voting procedure. However, by the end of 1992, mass support for the legislature fell drastically. Both the Congress of People’s Deputies and the Supreme Soviet were largely inefficient bodies, and their long sessions, transmitted by the Russian national TV, often gave viewers the impression of useless meetings held by noisy or even inadequate oddities. The shrill claims made by parliamentarians met with little public approval. The parliament’s legitimacy was thus dubious at best. As for Yeltsin, he was the elected president, and although his mass support had decreased after its peak in August 1991 and his actions often blatantly violated the law, he was still perceived by the masses as a legitimate leader. Notwithstanding the definition of legitimacy as “the belief that in spite of shortcomings and failures, the existing political institutions are better than any others that might be established and that they therefore can demand obedience”,[footnoteRef:42] the fundamental contradiction between legitimacy and legality greatly affected the outcome of the conflict between Yeltsin and his rivals.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Juan J. Linz, The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes: Crisis, Breakdown, and Reequilibration (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 17-18.]  [43:  Vladimir Gel’man, “Regime Changes despite Legitimacy Crises: Exit, Voice, and Loyalty in Post-Communist Russia,” Journal of Eurasian Studies 1, no. 1 (2010): 54-63.] 

By December 1992, the term of Yeltsin’s extraordinary powers had expired, and he was forced to propose a candidate for prime minister to be approved by the parliament. Yeltsin predictably nominated Gaidar, who failed to get the support of a majority. This was not a hopeless result, but instead of arguing and bargaining with parliamentarians, Yeltsin chose open confrontation. In a short and aggressive speech at the Seventh Congress of People’s Deputies, he claimed that the conflict should be resolved through a national referendum on confidence in the president or the parliament. He then urged his supporters to leave the plenary session, meaning the parliament would not have the quorum, which was necessary for making decisions. However, this attack was poorly prepared: Yeltsin’s supporters did not follow their leader, and power ministers responsible for military and security issues remained loyal to the constitution. After several rounds of behind-the-scenes talks, Yeltsin agreed on a compromise solution: instead of the initial proposal, the parliament agreed to organize a referendum on the basic principles of the new constitution, and Yeltsin had to propose a prime minister for parliamentary approval. Although Gaidar was proposed again, he lost by a bigger margin. In the end, Yeltsin nominated a new candidate, the former deputy prime minister for energy issues Viktor Chernomyrdin, who was enthusiastically approved by most of the parliamentarians.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.2, chapter 16.] 

The conflict was by no means over. Chernomyrdin, despite his public criticism of Gaidar, did not significantly change the direction of economic policy taken by his predecessor. The parliament now barely exerted any influence on decision-making. Yeltsin ignored many laws and decrees adopted by the legislature and demonstrated no intention of giving up his extraordinary powers. The parliament lacked effective levers of control, other than expressing disagreements with the actions of the president and his government. The idea of a constitutional referendum was buried by both sides, and other ideas for resolving the conflict, including plans for having simultaneous early presidential and parliamentary elections were also rejected. After dramatic debates and an unsuccessful attempt to impeach Yeltsin in March 1993, the parliament scheduled the referendum for 25 April 1993 on the following issues: 1. Confidence in the president of Russia; 2. Support for the economic and social policy offered by the government of Russia; 3. Support for early Russian presidential elections; 4. Support for the early election of members of the parliament.
The referendum campaign was marked by the unprecedented domination of the pro-Yeltsin camp in the media. They attacked parliament, which, in turn, unsuccessfully accused the government in corruption. The turnout at the referendum was 64%. The president received 58.7% of eligible votes, his government’s policy gained 53%; meanwhile, 47.1% of the total Russian electorate as a whole voted for early presidential elections, and 67.2% for early parliamentary elections. However, the results of the referendum had no legal force; they only demonstrated public attitudes toward both sides of the conflict. A plebiscitarian mechanism as such, in contrast to elections, cannot resolve the ongoing political conflict. Being a poor substitution for elections, the referendum failed to create a framework for a representative government based on the principle of the rule of law. Instead, Yeltsin felt encouraged to establish his domination based on the principle of arbitrary rule due to his relative popularity (or, rather, due to the unpopularity of his rivals). As for the parliament, it was doomed to lose the battle: despite the omnipotent constitution-based legality of its actions, not so many Russian citizens cares about parliament’s political survival, and its public support remained very weak. For better or worse, under conditions of binary choice, many Russian citizens preferred Yeltsin to the parliament as a lesser evil. [footnoteRef:45] [45:  Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.2, chapters 17-18.] 

Furthermore, the referendum prompted the adoption of a new framework for constitutional changes as well as calls for new parliamentary elections. The major disagreements between Yeltsin and parliament lay at the heart of power, and concerned legal constraints on presidential rule in terms of appointment and dismissal of the government and the possibility of cohabitation with an oppositional legislature. While Yeltsin’s proposed draft of the constitution involved a presidential–parliamentary form of government with broad and poorly constrained presidential powers, the parliament offered a premier–presidential republic with a parliamentary accountability of the government.[footnoteRef:46] These two drafts were incompatible, and a compromise about the text of the constitution could not be reached. Under these circumstances, Yeltsin launched a self-coup, or autogolpe, which resulted in a zero-sum victory:[footnoteRef:47] the parliament was overthrown and eliminated, and there remained no more legal obstacles to presidential domination. [46:  Matthew Soberg Shugart, John M. Carey, Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional Design and Electoral Dynamics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992)]  [47:  Maxwell A. Cameron, “Self-Coups: Peru, Guatemala, and Russia,” Journal of Democracy 9, no. 1 (1998): 125-139.] 

The juxtaposition of plebiscitary legitimacy of Yeltsin and unconstrained legality of the parliament was quite instrumental, as it helped them to avoid the search of alternative non-zero-sum ways of resolving political conflict and to reject any compromise. The idea of holding early simultaneous presidential and parliamentary elections as a mechanism of conflict resolution, proposed by various politicians several times between March and September 1993, was each and every time unequivocally rejected by both sides of the conflict. It held out the risk of electoral losses, or, at least, of non-bipolar outcome of the conflict (if none of the sides could achieve an ultimate victory), while an asymmetry of the sides allows them to maintain status-quo during the protracted conflict. Only when the conflict turned into an open confrontation after Yeltsin disbanded the parliament in September 1993, did this idea return to the negotiation table as a possible alternative to political violence. It was, however, too late to reach an agreement, and negotiations did not have enough time to achieve suitable results before the use of arms 3-4 October 1993.[footnoteRef:48] In the end, while legitimacy won, legality completely failed. [48:  Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.2, chapter 22.] 


Pernicious Consequences

The use of force against the parliament became an ultima ratio for zero-sum resolution of the 1993 conflict. After that, Yeltsin had free rein in the arena of constitution making. In October 1993, his team quickly redesigned the proposed draft of the constitution, which was submitted to a referendum to be held simultaneously with elections to both chambers of the new Russian parliament, the State Duma and the Federation Council, on 12 December 1993. In fact, the new constitution was oriented toward legally securing the results of Yeltsin’s victory over the parliament in the 1993 conflict. While presidential powers were maximized, parliamentary checks and balances were fairly limited; the State Duma had no rights to form the government or affect its policy, while the president could disband the State Duma at virtually any moment if it proved disloyal. Even though the new constitution included a long list of declarations of human rights and individual freedoms, which were borrowed from several international sources, these declarations were more or less an empty shell, since the document did not contain a working mechanism for their implementation. In fact, only the president, who was the legal guarantor of the constitution, could implement these rights and freedoms on a principle of benevolence.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Stephen Holmes, “Superpresidentialism and Its Problems,” East European Constitutional Review 2, no. 4 (1993) / 3, no. 1 (1994): 123–126; M. Steven Fish, “The Pitfalls of Russian Superpresidentialism,” Current History 96, no. 612 (1997): 326–330; Colton, Skach, “The Russian Predicament”] 

The new constitutional doctrine was implicitly based upon the major assumption that the president has the right to do anything that is not directly prohibited by law. One of the constitutional clauses (article 80.3) directly mentioned: “the president defines the major direction of domestic and foreign policy of Russia.” Yeltsin himself, arguing for an adoption of the constitution before the December 1993 referendum, openly compared the proposed constitutional mechanism of government with that under the Russian monarchy in 1907–1917 as his role model.[footnoteRef:50] In his 1994 memoir, published shortly after the constitutional referendum, Yeltsin made clear his interpretation of the system of government in Russia: “To put it bluntly, somebody had to be the boss in the country; that’s all there was to it.”[footnoteRef:51] As a result, the only legal constraint on presidential power, according to the new constitution, was the limit on holding the presidency for more than two consecutive four-year terms. In other words, the constitution of Russia, resulted from the 1993 political conflict, demonstrated a strong potential for further authoritarian transformation of the country.[footnoteRef:52] [50:  Izvestiya, 16 November 1993.]  [51:  Boris Yeltsin, Struggle for Russia (New York, NY: Times Books, 1994), 6.]  [52:  Timothy Frye, “A Politics of Institutional Choice: Post-Communist Presidencies,” Comparative Political Studies 30, no. 5 (1997): 523–552; M. Steven Fish, Democracy Derailed in Russia: The Failure of Open Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), chapter 7.] 

Apart from medium-term institutional effects following the approval of the new constitution, the 1993 conflict had several immediate political effects. First, it made an exit of Yeltsin from political arena far more difficult. After using force against the parliament, he faced the real threat of the criminal prosecution in the case of an electoral defeat: this episode was listed as one of the Yeltsin’s alleged crimes during an unsuccessful impeachment attempt in May 1999, led by the Communists in the State Duma. This is why during the 1996 presidential elections Yeltsin could not leave the Kremlin in the event of losing at the polls, because he did not intend to bear any legal responsibility for the 1993 conflict. In essence, the political choice in 1996 was between Yeltsin’s victory in an unfair electoral contest and the complete abolishment of elections. In the end, Yeltsin left the presidential office in December 1999 by transferring power to a chosen loyal successor, Vladimir Putin, who guaranteed Yeltsin’s an impunity after his resignation. The non-democratic choice, made during the 1993 conflict, set off a chain of further non-democratic choices, made in 1996 and in 1999.
While both sides of the 1993 conflict argued that their irreconcilable positions were driven by major policy disagreements in the wake of market economic reforms, the conflict as such had little impact on the agenda of reforms. Most policy solutions, already made in 1992, remain unchanged after the elimination of the parliament, and no new major economic policy initiatives were taken, especially given the fact that the major pro-market coalition, Russia’s Choice, underperformed in the December 1993 State Duma elections, [footnoteRef:53] and its leader Gaidar soon left his post of first deputy prime minister. The agenda of market reforms was not forgotten completely, but its salience after the 1993 conflict greatly diminished.[footnoteRef:54] At the same time, Yeltsin’s winning coalition largely reshuffled in the wake of the 1993 conflict.[footnoteRef:55] While economic reformers gradually lost their influence, new actors, namely, siloviki, entered political arena as junior Yeltsin’s partners. Without the significant presence of the key siloviki, such as chief presidential bodyguard Alexander Korzhakov or minister of defense Pavel Grachev, Yeltsin probably could not have defeated his rivals in a zero-sum game. When the game was over, Yeltsin had to pay his debts to those major supporters. Thus, siloviki, who previously played a secondary role in Russian politics, came to the forefront and dramatically increased their political influence over time.[footnoteRef:56] The 1993 conflict paved the way to further spectacular rise of the Russian siloviki, who became key actors in politics by the 2020s.[footnoteRef:57] One might argue that the zero-sum resolution of the 1993 conflict sowed the seeds of evil of authoritarianism, which bloomed later on under Putin, who during his presidency governed Russia as “the boss in the country”, facing little political and, especially, institutional constraints to his rule. [53:  Michael Urban, “December 1993 as a Replication of Late-Soviet Electoral Practices,” Post-Soviet Affairs 10, no. 2 (1994): 127–158; Richard Sakwa, “The Russian Elections of December 1993,” Europe-Asia Studies 47, no. 2 (1995): 195–227; Sheinis, Vzlet i padenie parlamenta, vol.2, chapter 24.]  [54:  Gaidar, Days of Defeat and Victory, 266-271.]  [55:  Shevtsova, Yeltsin’s Russia: Myths and Reality, chapter 4.]  [56:  Ian Bremmer, Samuel Charap, “The Siloviki in Putin’s Russia: Who They Are and What They Want,” Washington Quarterly 30, no. 1 (2007): 83-92; Brian D. Taylor, “The Russian Siloviki and Political Change,” Daedalus 146, no. 2 (2017): 53-63.]  [57:  Andrei Yakovlev, “Composition of the Ruling Elite, Incentives for Productive Usage of Rents, and Prospects for Russia’s Limited Access Order,” Post-Soviet Affairs 37, no. 5 (2021): 417-434.] 

Last but not least, the 1993 conflict in Russia has not only domestic but also an international dimension. The very idea of a coercive disbanding of the parliament, which may create obstacles for political leaders or at least claim its autonomy, looks attractive for other post-Soviet leaders. This is why Yeltsin’s actions in September-October 1993 turned into a role model for his counterparts. In December 1993 the Supreme Soviet, the parliament of Kazakhstan dissolved itself under pressure from president Nursultan Nazarbayev. New elections were held in March 1994, but in March 1995 the new parliament was also dismissed following a legal ruling by the Constitutional Court of Kazakhstan. After that, Nazarbayev’s term in office was extended to 2000 in the referendum, and the new constitution of Kazakhstan increased presidential power. In many ways, the constitution was modelled on the Russian example.[footnoteRef:58] Similarly, the president of Belarus, Alexander Lukashenko, held a referendum in November 1996 on amendments to the constitution of Belarus, which greatly expanded presidential powers. After his ultimate victory, Lukashenko disbanded the parliament, which resisted his attempts to impose unconstrained personalist rule.[footnoteRef:59] These two episodes should be considered as early instances of diffusion of authoritarian practices, which Russia subsequently spread throughout the entire post-Soviet region. [58:  Ian Bremmer, Cory Welt, “The Trouble with Democracy in Kazakhstan,” Central Asian Survey 15, no. 2 (1996): 179-199; Rico Isaacs, “Informal Politics and the Uncertain Context of Transition: Revisiting Early Stage Non-Democratic Development in Kazakhstan,” Democratization 17, no. 1 (2010): 1-25.]  [59:  Kathleen J. Mihalisko, “Belarus: Retreat to Authoritarianism,” Karen Dawisha, Bruce Parrott, eds. Democratic Changes and Authoritarian Reactions in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997): 223-281; Alexander Vashukevich, “The Republic of Belarus: The Road from the Past to the Past,” Andras Sajo, ed. Out of and Into Authoritarian Law (Hague: Kluwer Law International, 2003): 265-298.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, the negative political effects of the 1993 conflict prevailed over any benefits brought about by the end of a protracted confrontation. This was not the struggle between proponents and opponents of market reforms, but an episode in a power struggle between self-interested political actors, neither of whom looked for compromise solutions. Outcomes in this conflict raised a major barrier for the democratization of Russia and paved the way towards a cynical use of manipulation and violence as a means of preserving power in the country. This is why the 1993 conflict in Russia and its political consequences became a critical juncture in post-Soviet political regime dynamics. The effects of this conflict were based on the principle of the “winner takes all”: they greatly contributed to the maximization of Yeltsin’s power and to the weakening of checks and balances in the Russian constitution, which included significant authoritarian potential. As Adam Przeworski once correctly noted - not with respect to Russia - “since any order is better than any disorder, any order is established.”[footnoteRef:60] The political order established in Russia after the 1993 conflict to a large degree determined the subsequent trajectory of Russian political evolution and its drift towards a personalist authoritarian regime. [60:  Przeworski, Democracy and the Market, 86.] 

