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Chapter V

Neo-Conservatism as National Idea for Russia?
Andrei Melville, NRU-HSE

The dominant political discourse in contemporary Russia is 
a reflection of both crucially important policy choices of the 
ruling regime as well as deep changes in attitudes, perceptions 
and self-perceptions among the ruling elites and other segments 
of the population. It appears that Russia’s unsuccessful, quarter-
century long search for a post-Soviet national ethos and identity 
has reached an important milestone – a near consensus based 
on a particular worldview version of self-styled identity and a 
set of approved values.1

1. The ‘Fortress Russia’

This newly established version of the national idea heralds 
Russia ascension to its legitimate status as a great power in 
a chaotic world of adversaries. In order to withstand external 
enemies, Russia must mobilize internally through a set of revived 
conservative values. This new discourse evokes one experience 
from my personal research. About a decade ago, I was involved 
in a research project aimed at forecasting a series of alternative 

1 This paper develops some ideas explored in: Andrei Melville, Russian Political 
Ideology – New Conservatism Ascendant, in Irvin Studin (ed), Russia: Strategy, 
Policy and Administration, Palgrave, London (forthcoming 2017).

scenarios for Russia in 2020. We developed four variants and 
tested them in focus groups that involved various audiences 
from Kaliningrad to Vladivostok. These scenarios were:

1. Kremlin’s Gambit: When oil prices persistently remain 
high, domestic political and economic competition is sacrificed 
for strategic goals of rapid modernization and the expansion of 
Russia’s international influence 

2.Russian Mosaic: As globalization successfully progresses, 
Russia becomes more decentralized, embodying a ‘mosaic.’ 
The international community at large and the most prosperous 
and active regions and social actors in particular reap the 
rewards of this new pluralism 

3. New Russian Dream: After a new generation of elites 
comes to power, Russia pursues a coherent strategy of political 
and economic liberalization resulting in integration with the 
global world order 

4. The Fortress Russia, a ‘Horror Story’ and a highly unde- 
sirable scenario that can be briefly described as follows:

The world of 2020 is unstable and prone to severe crisis. International 
law and international institutions are dramatically undermined, to the 
point of being replaced by force and military power. A rapid arms race 
is accompanied by the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
including nuclear ones. Russia finds itself in a hostile international 
environment. Numerous local armed conflicts menace the borders of 
the country, especially in Central Asia. The U.S. and the EU come 
to the conclusion that they have ‘lost Russia.’ They fail to influence 
Russian politics and return to deterrence, which in fact means the 
Cold War. […] Elements of the U.S. National Missile Defense 
system are deployed near Russian borders. All the major powers try 
to increase their influence in Eurasia, including the regional ones – 
China, Iran, Turkey, etc. Hence, Russia is forced into all-around 
defense while the rivalry between ‘old powers’ – including the US and 
its European allies – with the new competitors – such as China, India, 
Iran and others – tends to become more and more intensive. Besides 
that, new areas of conflict and instability emerge or get wider in 
Latin America, Pakistan, Indonesia, the Balkans, etc. Russia does not 
interfere in these conflicts. It does not join any coalitions, while trying 
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to utilize the contradictions between world leaders. The new Cold 
War has provoked the outflow of foreign capital and investments from 
Russia. Russian defense expenditure has radically increased. Russians 
have to bear the slump of incomes and growth of taxes. Volatile oil 
prices and a hostile international environment significantly undermine 
prospects of modernization. The country has to mobilize resources by 
all possible means to counteract the external threats and challenges 
for the sake of sovereignty and integrity of the country. The represen-
tatives of the security forces predominate in the government and 
manage the ‘rules of the game.’ Political opposition does not exist. 
[…] Russia needs to be united and mobilized to respond successfully 
to external threats, even if this limits economic competition, political 
rights and freedoms. Russia is a ‘fortress,’ towering over a dangerous 
ocean of chaos.2 

During discussions with our focus groups, nearly all of the 
participants we surveyed considered this scenario as extremely 
undesirable and highly improbable. However, today this 
scenario appears to represent the core of a new, near universal 
conservative ideology, almost a ‘symphony’ between the ‘power 
state,’ the elites and the population. How did this occur? Is this 
unity solid and durable? What is its social base? What policy 
recommendations does it entail? Do political and ideological 
alternatives exist for the Russian future? 

As postulated in the ‘Fortress Russia’ scenario, the world 
today is, indeed, unstable and prone to severe crises. The contem-
porary world also appears dramatically different in comparison 
with the period immediately following the Cold War. Now, most 
of the original optimism and goals of global cooperation and 
integration no longer exist, while reality appears much harsher: 
new axes and spheres of global and regional confrontation, 

2 Andrei Melville and Ivan Timofeev, Rossiya 2020: Al’ternativnyye Stsenarii 
i Obshchestvennyye Predpochteniya, Polis, 4, 2008, pp. 66-85. See also: Andrei  
Melville and Ivan Timofeev, Russia in 2020: Alternative Scenarios of the Near Future, 
in K. Almqvest and A. Linalater, On Russia, Axel and Margaret Ax:son Johnson 
Foundation, Stockholm 2010, pp. 127-148.

shifting balances of power, the spread of new forms of terrorism, 
violent conflicts, instability, territorial disputes, changing 
borders, religious wars and even a new bipolar world that 
divides the globe into twin opposing forces of ‘West’ and ‘Anti- 
West.’ Following decades of the dominance of the narrative of 
a global world order that resulted in the erosion of ‘classical’ 
state sovereignty and national borders, it appears that we are 
now witnessing a revival of national sovereignties – a ‘neo- 
Westphalian world’ based on ‘traditional’ geopolitics where 
irreconcilable conflicts, permanent rivalry between states and 
groups of states, focus on spheres of influence, buffer zones, 
appear more and more likely.3 Major international institutions 
seem to be in jeopardy and the power of international law is 
in decline. Apparently, it appears that the three decades of the 
post-Cold War order have been spent in vain, and the “Cold 
War 2.0” has already begun or is in the process of beginning. 

The historical opportunities that appeared during 
Gorbachev’s Perestroika and following the demise of the Soviet 
Union and Communism are lacking today, with little apparent 
path of return. The essential divide between Russia and the 
West has reemerged, although it has presented itself in new 
forms. Both sides are preoccupied with mutual disillusionments 
and disappointments, sharing responsibility for missed oppor- 
tunities. Attitudes towards Russia as a ‘collapsed empire’ and 
not as a ‘new democracy,’ the self-styled Western position of 
‘teacher’ and not as a ‘therapist,’ the crises in Yugoslavia and 
Kosovo, NATO’s enlargement, and more are intrinsic to the 
U.S. and West European side. Conversely, the implicit and 
unspoken assumptions regarding ‘privileged interests’ in the 
‘Near Abroad’, post-imperial frustrations, ‘phantom pains,’ and 
resentments can be attributed to the Russian side. 

3 See Walter Russel Mead, The Return of Geopolitics. The Revenge of the Revi-
sionist Powers, Foreign Affairs, 93/3, 2014.
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Nevertheless, today’s Russia appears vastly different from 
its post-Soviet stage and the majority of Russians perceive 
their country as finally ‘rising from its knees’ and restoring its 
legitimate status as a great power. However, a minority in Russia 
and a majority in the West refer to Russia as a ‘revisionist’ entity, 
returning to its historical authoritarian patterns. Regardless, the 
prevailing mood among Russian population (and a very large part 
of the elites) is resentment, while a remarkable ideological consensus 
– with the exception of marginal fringes of ‘liberals’ – has emerged 
in Russia and is evident in the rise of neo-conservatism to the 
position of Russia’s long-awaited new national idea. 

It is fair to say that this newly emerged consensus is far from 
monolithic and that there exist various flanks and coalitions 
among its proponents, including some respectable pro-Kremlin 
think tanks (groups that are close to the President’s adminis-
tration, like ISEPR4 and the famous Valdai Club 5) and some 
radical – but relatively marginal – extremes (such as the emblem- 
atic Izborsky Club6). However, there are some shared, core 
ideological components of neo-conservatism. These include 
the concept that Russia is a unique civilization-state with a 
special mission in an adversarial world; the necessity to defend 
traditional conservative values under assault by the depraved 
forces of Western moral decay; and the supremacy of political 
status quo threatened by subversive external intrusions and by 
the internal ‘fifth column.’

4 The Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Research (ISEPR) produces 
a quite notable regular publications: the “Folders on Conservatism” almanac 
(http://www.isepr.ru/en/).

5 See http://valdaiclub.com/.
6 See http://izborsk-club.ru/.

2. New Geopolitics and New Ideological Warfare

Primarily, this neo-conservative version of the Russian national 
idea purports to resurrect a centuries-old concept of Russia as 
a unique civilization-state distinct from ‘regular’ nation-states 
and with a special ‘mission’ in the world.7 This view claims 
Russia as a ‘floating Empire’8 or a “continental empire, and 
not a nation-state.”9 Some advocates of neo-conservatism trace 
its roots back to the concept of the ‘Third Rome’ expressed 
in the 15th and 16th centuries, while others seek its legitimiza- 
tion in the so called ‘Eurasian tradition’ of the 1920-30s. 
Nonetheless, the dominant strains of neoconservative justifi-
cation all relate to revived geopolitical arguments. Indeed, 
one of the favorite arguments of this ideology is that the era of 
globalization is over and that geopolitics is back. Globalization 
and interdependence are said to be “factors of vulnera-
bility”10 for Russia in the unfair world of singular super-power 
dominance. To overcome this unjust and unfavorable position, 
Russia must restore its legitimate great power status in the ‘real’ 
world of permanent conflicts and confrontation, relying not 
on previous illusions of ‘common goals’ and interdependence 
but exclusively on its national interests and effectively resisting 
the American and Western monopoly. Nevertheless, these 

7 Tsygankov points that the current discourse of a “distinct civilization” is the 
product of the international pressures and domestic vulnerabilities. See, Andrei 
Tsygankov, Crafting the State-Civilization. Vladimir Putin’s Turn to Distinct Values, 
Problems of Post-Communism, 63/3, 2016. 

8 Vitaly Aver’yanov, Vsplyvayushchaya Imperiya, Izborsky Club, 8 April 2015 
(http://izborsk-club.ru/content/articles/5201).

9 A “Manifesto of Enlightened Conservatism” has been presented in: Nikita 
Mikhalkov, Pravo i Pravda. Manifest Prosveshchennogo konservatizma, Polit.ru, 26 
October 2010 (http://polit.ru/article/2010/10/26/manifest).

10 Sergei N. Karaganov, Strategiya dlya Rossii. Rossiyskaya vneshnyaya politika: 
konets 2010-kh – nachalo 2020-kh godov, Sovet po Vneshney i Oboronnoy Politike, 
2016 (http://svop.ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/тезисы_23мая_sm.pdf).
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proclaimed national interests are vaguely defined and based on 
a concept of ‘national sovereignty’ that is primarily understood 
as noninterference from the external forces in Russia’s do- 
mestic affairs and recognition of Russia’s privileged ‘spheres of 
influence’ in the ‘Near Abroad.’ 

According to traditional geopolitical logic, neo-conservatism 
understands the world arena as a bellum omnium contra omnes 
whereby major international players cannot agree on basic rules 
of interactions and are trapped in a “Hobbesian moment.”11  
In this simplified ‘black and white’ picture of world politics,12  
especially in its extreme versions, a ‘fight to the death’ is the only 
logic13 between two major geopolitical rivals – the “West” and 
“rising non-Western states” – two diametrically opposed and 
irreconcilable systems of values that pit ‘freedom’ (the core value 
claimed by the current Western global system) and ‘justice’ (the 
contending principle identified by the ‘anti-West’).

Indeed, the thesis of ‘geopolitical revival’ in neoconservative 
mentality closely parallels the thesis of ‘ideological revival’ and 
the promotion of traditional conservative values. Common 
principles are hardly possible to be found as these values are in 
direct opposition to one another, recalling an almost forgotten 
‘ideological struggle’14 and substantially repudiating perestroika 

11 Fyodor Lukyanov and Ivan Krastev (eds.), New Rules or No Rules? XI  
Annual Valdai Discussion Club Meeting Participant’s Report, Valdai Club, 13 March 
2015 (http://valdaiclub.com/publications/reports/new_rules_or_no_rules_xi_annu-
al_valdai_discussion_club_meeting_participants_report/).

12 Some important critical arguments against the neoconservative “geopo-
litical revival” are presented in: Andrei Kortunov, The Splendours and Miseries of 
Geopolitics, Russian International Affairs Council, 14 January 2015 (http://russian-
council.ru/en/inner/?id_4=5074#top-content).

13 Aleksandr Nagornyy, Rossiya i zapadniki, Izborsky Club, 1 December 2015 
(http://izborsk-club.ru/content/articles/7867).

14 Foundation for Development and Support of the Valdai Discussion Club, War 
and Peace in the 21st Century. International Stability and Balance of theNew Type, Russia 
in Global Affairs, 10 February 2016 (http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/valday/War-and-Peace-
in-the-21st-Century-International-Stability-and-Balance-of-the-New-Type-17972).

and Gorbachev’s ‘new thinking’ as though it never occurred. This 
‘struggle’ is supposed to have both international and domestic 
dimensions, with an argument concerning the “re-ideologization 
of international relations” recalling Soviet overtones where “we 
are on the ‘right side’ and our ideological opponents on the 
defensive.” However, this time “our” ideology is not Marxism-
Leninism but Russian neo-conservatism. Remarkably, the West 
is to be blamed for this re-ideologization since it remains the 
center of the “new international ideocracy.”15 Hence, on a 
global level this struggle opposes the “emerging ideology of 
neo-conservatism” and “defensive democratic messianism.”16 

Neo-conservatism is supposed to have both domestic and 
international appeal. It represents the aspirations of ‘rising’ 
nations that challenge the existing unjust world order and seek 
to restore the viable fundamentals of traditional (‘pre-modern’) 
values in order to protect from current ‘European decay.’ 
These values mainly consist of religious fundamentalism (re- 
sisting decadent permissiveness), collectivism (as opposed to a 
disruptive individualism), a unique version of patriotism based 
on the mythology of ‘spiritual bonds,’17 the primacy of the State 
(‘statism’), and neopatrimonialism.18 Some of these ideological 
components evoke past Soviet rhetoric.19  

15 See Alexander Lukin, Novaya Mezhdunarodnaya Ideokratiya i Rossiya, Srav-
nitel’naya Politika, 1/22, 2016.

16 Sergei N. Karaganov, Strategiya dlya Rossii. 
17 See Olga Malinova, “Spiritual Bonds” as State Ideology, Russia in Global 

Affairs 4/6, 2014. 
18 See Stephen Hanson, On the Novelty of Patrimonialism in Putin’s Russia, in 

Riccardo Mario Cucciolla (ed.), The Power State Is Back? The Evolution of Russian Political  
Thought After 1991, Reset, Rome 2016. During the Reset DOC conference held in Venice 
on 17-18 June 2016, Hanson also coined a noteworthy expression of “neopatrimonialism 
by default” as recurrent ideological, political and social pattern of contemporary Russia. 

19 On this regard, Timofeev has a perceptive vision and states: “In effect, Russia 
is resurrecting a Soviet version of its identity. This new identity is missing the socialist/ 
collectivist component, but, nevertheless, retains the equally important patriotic 
element. The next stage in this search is finding a universal idea.” Ivan Timofeev, From 
a Greater Europe to a Greater Eurasia, Russia Direct, 4/6, 2016.
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However, the truly universal appeal of Marxism-Leninism 
is still missing in this neoconservative version of a new Russian 
national concept and identity, most likely not accidentally. 
By some standards, this ideology is ‘weak’, specifically designed 
for domestic purposes and domestic consumption, consonant 
only with the marginal ideas of the European ‘New Right’ and 
with some ambitions of the ‘rising’ adversaries of the post-Cold 
War world order. Hence, despite its pretentions for universal 
appeal, Russian neo-conservatism is fundamentally parochial and 
only partly resonates with some ideas of the new populist and 
nationalist movements in Europe and most recently in the U.S.

3. Primacy of the Status Quo and Sources 
of the Domestic Support

Undoubtedly, the main domestic aims of this form of neo-con-
servatism are stability, propagation of the regime, and preser-
vation of the status quo. Hence, the proponents of this new 
version of Russian national idea actively endorse the aforemen-
tioned view of a ‘besieged fortress,’ surrounded by an extremely 
adversarial environment and effectively propagating an ‘image 
of the enemy.’ Rejection of globalization as a major destabilizing 
factors corresponds with the rejection of external interference 
in the sovereign affairs of Russian domestic politics.20  Following 
this logic, stability and order are more important than the law 

20 Russia’s neo-conservative ideology based on “restoration of the moral and  
political unity of the authorities and the people – boils down to the following ideas: 
‘stability’ – unchangeability of the authorities – overcoming ‘chaos’ caused by Yeltsin’s 
reforms; ‘traditionalism’; a special role of Orthodoxy and its importance in the matter of 
society’s ‘moral upbringing’; fighting Western influence – civil society organizations as 
well as constitutional state and human rights movements are appointed ‘agents’ thereof 
by the Kremlin political engineers.” Lev Gudkov, The ‘Great Power’ Ideology as a Condi-
tion of Putin’s Regime Legitimacy, in Riccardo Mario Cucciolla (ed.), The Power State Is 
Back? The Evolution of Russian Political Thought After 1991, Reset, Rome 2016. 

and the rights of the individual. In the words of one of the 
advocates of this neo-conservative vision: “for a conservative, 
tradition and morality are above the law.”21

Indeed, stability and maintenance of the status quo are 
distinguishing features of conservatism in general – in all cases 
throughout history. Nevertheless, attempts to legitimize the 
current conditions derive not just from appeals to conserve the 
present, but even from a reactionary desire to restore the past – 
including its symbols, identities and myths. Therefore, Russia’s 
neo-conservative ideology lacks some very critical elements like 
a vision of the future, long-term goals, and a positive agenda of 
how to attain them. Despite widespread claims of “conservatism 
for development”22 – relying on Russia’s indigenous resources 
and capabilities and its pivot towards the ‘East’ – Russia’s 
“sovereign modernization” would not be viable without relying 
on Western technologies and investments.

However, despite all of these discussed conceptual weak- 
nesses and practical vulnerabilities, the neoconservative version 
of Russia’s national idea persists as a nearly-universally sup- 
ported ideology. What are the sources of neo-conservatism’s 
domestic support and how secure is it in Russia? First, the 
greatest impetus for the movement comes from the central 
authorities and powerful elite groupings whose main priority is 
preservation of the status quo. The static dominance of leaders 
and elites, with positions to guarantee personal gain, is the 
key factor and the principal cause of this current demand for 
conservative ideology. 

Another important segment of the social base supporting 
neo-conservatism is the constantly expanding bureaucratic 

21 Boris Makarenko (ed.), Konservatizm i razvitiye: Osnovy obshchestvennogo 
soglasiya, Alpina, Moskva 2015, p. 275.

22 Rather sophisticated versions of these claims are documented in the above- 
mentioned volume: Boris Makarenko (ed.), Konservatizm i razvitiye.
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estate in today’s Russia. Bureaucracy – at any rank and geo- 
graphic level – is a natural bearer of a conservative attitude and 
stance. The bureaucracy’s natural conservative inclination is 
reinforced by various benefits from the status of individual officials 
and their ever growing salaries. This ideological inclination is 
also widespread among other social groups whose existence and 
wellbeing depends on the government – employees of govern-
ment-financed organizations, military, pensioners, etc.

 Conservative attitudes and values are also characteristic 
among a large group of the middle class that emerged as a result 
of the redistribution of rents during the oil boom in the early 
2000s. In contrast to the famous ‘Lipset hypothesis’ – which 
stated that economic growth and the expansion of the middle 
class would produce democratic and liberal expectations and 
demands – large segments of Russia’s contemporary middle 
class seem to support conservative values and the status quo. A 
possible explanation of this ‘paradox’ is related to the massive, 
widespread level of dependence on the state. Economically 
and administratively, the middle class is largely ‘servile’ – their 
very existence depends on bureaucratic decisions rather than 
independent economic (and other) activities.23 This situation is 
also evident in some other non-Western countries.24   

Finally, regarding sources of domestic support, one should 
note that the neo-conservative version of Russia’s national 
idea falls largely in line with widespread, pre-existing public 
attitudes. On the one hand, this process is the result of an 
effective TV propaganda campaign that became the crucial 
instrument of ideological legitimization. On the other hand, 
it also embodies various effects of popular syndromes and 

23 See Evgeny Gontmakher and Cameron Ross, The Middle Class and Democ-
ratization in Russia, Europe-Asia Studies 67/2, 2015.

24 China may be another specific example refuting the causality nexus between 
economic growth and the wellbeing of the emerging middle class, on the one hand, 
and support of democratic values – on the other.

25 Data extrapolated from the Levada Center’s surveys published on 13 October 
2015, 2 November 2015, 2 and 30 June 2016 on the website www.levada.ru. 

complexes, nostalgia, resentment and frustrations. As with 
the phenomena of “moral majority” during Reaganism, these 
popular attitudes function as both a specific stimulus and a 
source of massive support for neoconservative ideology. 

The dominant motivations for these neo-conservative 
sentiments in today’s Russia consist of a mélange of emotional 
issues, such as the desire for a return to ‘great power’ status, 
the belief in a ‘special Russian way,’ the ‘image of the enemy,’ 
and the priority of ‘order and stability.’ All of these attitudes 
strongly resonate with the major premises of neo-conservatism. 
In June 2016, 67% of respondents said they believed that 
Russia was a great power: 48% believed so due to its military 
power (the same figure was 30% in 1999) and 39% for its 
economic potential (64% in 1999). Interestingly, while 82% of 
those polled stated they were proud to live in Russia (this figure 
remained the same over the last ten years), only 68% of them 
said they were proud of contemporary Russia, while 44% were 
proud of Russian history, and 21% of respondents said they 
were proud of Russian territory. This patriotic élan is reinforced 
by an “image of the enemy” spread by massive propaganda 
campaigns: from the fall of 2015 to the spring of 2016, the 
large majority of the population (80%) felt the presence of the 
external enemies – such as ‘the West’ (75%), the U.S. (70%) 
and Ukraine (48%) – and only slightly perceived the presence 
of a few allies such as Belarus (50%), Kazakhstan (39%), China 
(34%), India and Armenia (13%).25 

Public opinion polls reveal that neoconservative assump- 
tions regarding Russia’s ‘special way’ are deeply rooted in 
popular attitudes. In spring of 2015, 55% of respondents felt 
that ‘Russia’s own way’ was unique and fundamentally different 
from all other nations in the world. However, the majority 
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(69%) were not able to clearly articulate the nature and the 
peculiarities of this Russia’s ‘special way.’ Many respondents 
believed that that democracy did exist in Russia. It is important 
to note that the percentage of these respondents has dramat-
ically increased following the events of Crimea, from 37% in 
2006 to 62% at the end of 2015. Incidentally, this trend may be 
a remarkable manifestation of both the impact of propagan-
distic mobilization ‘around the flag’ and a profound confusion 
in the people’s mentality. Lastly, when asked what type of 
democracy Russia necessitated, 46% of respondents affirmed 
“a completely special kind that is appropriate to Russia’s 
national traditions and unique characteristics,” 19% chose a 
type “that existed in the Soviet Union,” and only 16% chose 
a version “that exists in the developed countries such as the 
Europe ones and the United States.” In the aftermath of the 
annexation of Crimea, the powerful urge towards stability and 
status quo are well evident, with 61% of respondents preferring 
‘order,’ even at expense of individual rights and freedoms.26 

The picture seems to take shape: public moods in today’s 
Russia appear chaotic and certainly in line with major postulates 
of neo-conservative ideology, which leads to a traditional 
‘chicken and egg’ issue: do neo-conservative ideologists develop 
their version of Russian national identity reflecting popular 
attitudes drawn from widespread frustrations and syndromes? 
Or do they simply enforce their view on the people through 
powerful propaganda in order to inculcate these preferences? 
Most likely, both of these arguments are true and reflect 
important components of a complex Russian society. A more 
important question deals with the resilience of these beliefs in 
public opinion and, accordingly, in determining the popular 
support for neo-conservatism in Russia.

4. Prospects

We must acknowledge the actual – and sometimes embryonic – 
complexity of the current state of the popular mood in Russia. 
On the one hand, there exists clear, widespread support for 
the neo-conservative status quo, although it has many distinct 
causes. On the other hand, there are signs of doubts about 
the permanence of this new social contract that could lead to 
a replacement of ‘TV in the place of the refrigerator’ with a 
‘refrigerator in the place of political involvement.’27 We must 
closely monitor signs of shifting trends in public opinion 
that may eventually threaten the neo-conservative consensus. 
In particular, there currently exist signs of potential fatigue with 
the massive propagandistic brainwashing apparatus and the 
emergence of concerns related to the daily lives of ‘rank-and- 
life’ Russians. For example, in February 2016, during the current 
economic crisis, survey respondents began to characterize their 
anxieties in a different way. Instead of rating “enemies outside” 
as their primary fear, a greater number of the respondents 
expressed their concern for other issues, like the “growth of 
prices” and the “impoverishment of population” (54%); the 
economic crisis (49%); the potential for Russia to be drawn 
into conflicts outside its borders (33%); unemployment (26%); 
increase in tensions with Western countries (22%), etc.28 In other 
words, the popular foundations of this new ideological 
consensus in Russia may very well become vulnerable in the 
future. Clearly, it is difficult to accurately predict the paths and 
outcomes of these fluctuations: nevertheless, in the future they 

26 Data extrapolated from the Levada Center’s surveys published on 28 October 
2014, 21 April 2015 and 20 January 2016 on the website www.levada.ru.

27 See Andrei Kolesnikov, Russian Ideology After Crimea, The Carnegie Moscow 
Center, Moscow 2015 (http://carnegieendowment.org/files/CP_Kolesnikov_Ideolo-
gy2015_web_Eng.pdf). In this context, TV means ‘patriotic propaganda’, while the 
refrigerator still represents the wellbeing of the population.

28 Data extrapolated from a Levada Center’s survey published on 26 February 
2016 on the website www.levada.ru.
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may significantly challenge the solidity and the durability of 
the seemingly strong neo-conservative ideological consensus in 
today’s Russia. 

Apart from the obvious volatility in public attitudes, there 
may exist other factors which could eventually undermine 
the seemingly immutable status quo and the near-universal 
acceptance of neo-conservative ideology in today’s Russia. In 
continuing with the previous argument, it is difficult to predict 
exactly how long the social base and the ideological appeal 
of neo-conservatism will endure. It has proven resilient in 
the case of contemporary Russia. However, as demonstrated 
above, there may be various exogenous and endogenous events 
that hold the potential to disrupt and undermine the current 
popular support for the status quo. An additional long-term 
possibility is the emergence of a new generation of elites with 
no connection to the previous regime and a new search for 
Russia’s post–industrial modernization. 

Generational elite change may become – as in other devel- 
oping countries – a powerful instrument for political and social 
transformation. Currently, regime stability and ideological 
consensus are sheer facts of the Russian state, as demonstrated 
by the power of the ruler, the interests of the elites, specific 
middle class motivations, and popular support. However, the 
beauty of political history is in its unpredictability. There may 
exist many other latent factors at work, whose impact we will 
only become aware of in the future.

Part II

The Demise of Liberalism in Russia: 
Testing the Waters on the Subject


