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Chapter 11
Liberals or Technocrats? Liberal Ideas 
and Values in the Mindset of the Russian 
Political Elite

Valeriy Solovey

Abstract This chapter considers the political influence of liberalism in contempo-
rary Russia, pointing out some of its hidden potential. The most salient aspect here 
is the considerable share of the population inclined to economic liberalism. 
Furthermore, so-called “system liberals” exist in the Russian government and in 
some public and economic bodies. Openness, integration into the global economy 
and the adoption of international rules are both implicit and explicit imperatives of 
this group. This is arguably the only group in the Russian elite with a coherent 
mindset, ideologically motivated goals, managerial capacity and trust from the 
West. We may observe in the future a new coming of liberals as saviors of the 
Russian economy and architects of bridges to the West. But even such a hypotheti-
cal shift won’t promise a rapid democratization of Russia as a whole.
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The prospects for liberalism in contemporary Russia are miserable. Liberal philoso-
phy is considered to be politically insignificant, socially weak and unable to win the 
battle for political rights and civil liberties. In other words, liberalism in Russia is 
more focused on survival than on joining the political fray and expanding its ideo-
logical remit. However, this summary obscures the power and, more importantly, 
the potential of liberalism in Russia.
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11.1  The Liberal Landscape in Modern Russia

There are a few liberal political parties in Russia. Besides Partiya Narodnoy 
Svobody (“The Party of People’s Freedom”), Grazhdanskaya Sila (“The Civil 
Strength”) and Partiya Rosta (“The Party of Growth”),1 the most famous liberal 
party is Yabloko (literally “Apple”), which promotes a Russian version of social 
liberalism. Although the party has had no representation in the State Duma since 
2003, the party’s brand substantially contributed to the limited success of the oppo-
sition in the municipal elections in Moscow on 10 September 2017.

Three liberal parties promoted candidates in the presidential elections of 18 
March 2018: Grazhdanskaya Sila, which endorsed Ksenia Sobchak, Yabloko 
(Grigoriy Yavlinskiy), and Partiya Rosta (Boris Titov). Even though all three candi-
dates were approved by the Kremlin, they effectively represented different varia-
tions of Russian political and ideological liberalism, which stands in opposition to 
the regime. For instance, two candidates – Yavlinskiy and Titov – put forward their 
own plans for reforms of Russia. Yavlinskiy’s plan focused on political reforms as a 
prerequisite for economic changes, while Titov’s platform was called “Ekonomika 
prezhde vsego!” (“Economics first!”). The results for the liberal candidates were 
disappointing: Ksenia Sobchak garnered 1.67% of the votes (1.2 million ballots), 
Grigoriy Yavlinskiy 1.04% (759,000) and Boris Titov 0.76% (554,000).

Besides ideologically self-aware citizens, who vote for pro-liberal political 
forces as a matter of course, a considerable share of the Russian population is 
inclined to economic liberalism, and even libertarianism combined with a wide 
range of political views. These are mostly small and medium-sized entrepreneurs 
and self-employed people. The latter group counts 18 million Russian citizens that 
undertake commercial enterprise but without being publicly registered, thus avoid-
ing any communication with the state. Until now, all attempts by the state to assert 
fiscal control over freelancers to extract revenue for the state budget have failed.

In general, this segment of the population that at least partly shares liberal eco-
nomic views and is potentially sensitive to political liberalism is significant. Indeed, 
the total share of the Russian population potentially inclined to different varieties of 
liberalism may be as high as 25–30%. The missing element is a populist–patriotic 
liberal program by Russian political forces that can appeal to this constituency.2 
Apparently, in Russia there is a demand for, but no effective supply of, liberalism. 
A truly “localised” liberalism has yet to emerge in the political firmament. As a mat-
ter of fact, through the 1990s liberalism was something of a bugaboo in Russia, seen 
as an entirely foreign (and even hostile) doctrine imported from the West to no good 
effect. Not by accident, in January 2018 Anatoly Chubays – an emblematic figure 

1 A short, one-sided review of contemporary Russian liberalism can be found in the book of Pavel 
Danilin, Partiynaya sistema sovremennoy Rossii (Moskva: ZAO ‘Izdatel’skiy dom ‘Argumenty 
nedely”, 2015), pp. 230–255, 286–318.
2 Emil A.  Pain, Mezhdu imperiyey  i natsiyey. Modernistskiy proyekt  i yego traditsionalistskaya 
al’ternativa v natsional’noy politike Rossii (Moskva: Novoye izdatel’stvo, 2004), p. 102.
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within Russian liberalism – stated that liberal reformers in Russia had miscalculated 
in disregarding the importance of Russian nationalism and Orthodoxy.3

Finally, so-called “system liberals” (sistemnyye liberaly) exist in the Russian 
government and in some public and economic bodies. This group forms one side of 
the Janus-faced Russian elite, the other faction being siloviki (military and security 
agents). At the risk of oversimplifying a complex picture, this distinction neverthe-
less serves as a useful analytical heuristic.

11.2  Who Are the System Liberals?

We no turn to the most influential people in Russian economic governance, who 
generally have a reputation for being liberal. The group includes ex-Deputy Prime 
Minister, Arkadiy Dvorkovich, the new Deputy Prime Minister, and the Minister of 
Finance, Anton Siluanov, the Chairwoman of the Central Bank of Russia, El’vira 
Nabiullina, the CEO of the largest state-controlled Sberbank, Herman Gref, the 
former Minister of Finance and Head of the Accounts Chamber of Russia, Alexey 
Kudrin (the mastermind behind one of the leading blueprints for economic reform 
in Russia), the CEO of the state-controlled Rosnano corporation, Anatoliy Chubays, 
and a few dozen lower ranking officials. These personalities safeguard the perfor-
mance of the Russian economy and are said to be developing a full-scale plan of 
liberal reforms. This liberal group in the government is strongly connected with the 
National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE), the most influ-
ential academic institution of economic thought in Russia. In combination with the 
businessmen who sympathize with liberal ideas and have ties with the liberal 
bureaucrats at different levels, HSE is the hub of a widespread liberal network.

What are the reasons for labeling the above-mentioned protagonists of the 
Russian economy as liberals? There are two main arguments for such a definition 
and on every strong one against. Their ideology, mindset and bureaucratic activities 
speak in favor of their presumptive liberalism. However, as critics of system liberal-
ism claim,4 given the decisive role of the anti-liberal siloviki faction in defining the 
country’s governing logic, the work of system liberals in the state apparatus actually 
strengthens an illiberal system, whatever they may believe in principle.

Let us analyze both positive and negative points more thoroughly. System liberal 
ideology is explicitly liberal at the economic level and implicitly so at the political 
one. System liberals operate in a context that dictates they not broadcast their politi-
cal views publicly. Hence, they prefer to frame their actions and the reforms they 
advance in a technocratic way.

3 Artem Filipenok, Chubays schel proschetom reformatorov nedootsenku natsionalizma i pravo-
slaviya, RBK, 17 January 2018 (https://www.rbc.ru/society/17/01/2018/5a5f849e9a794744b994f
95c).
4 Lilia Shevtsova, Did Liberals Bury Liberalism?, Eurozone, 23 June 2017 (http://www.eurozine.
com/russia-did-liberals-bury-liberalism/).
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This double trend (explicit economic liberalism, implicit political liberalism) 
started at the beginning of Putin’s era in 2000–2001, when the new Russian leader-
ship fiercely attacked the opposition broadcaster, NTV. At that time, some liberals 
supported that endeavor and even, like Alfred Kokh – the famous liberal reformer 
and Deputy Prime Minister in one of Yeltsin’s cabinets – actively promoted it. This 
kind of liberal supported the state against those media outlets attacking it. Perceiving 
the state as the only defense against the prospect of social chaos, they thereby vol-
untarily granted it political superiority.5

Alexey Kudrin, Boris Titov and all other system protagonists of the economic 
reforms are supposed to avoid mentioning political transformation; this is abso-
lutely unacceptable to the Kremlin and the ruling siloviki faction. Using strictly 
economic, but not political, legal or cultural arguments they insist on the necessity 
of independent courts, the protection of property and a radical change in Russian 
foreign policy. Every time they come close to the “red line”, a message from the 
Kremlin signals not to stray out of their lane: after all, they are just “accountants”. 
The general idea is: “Leave politics and foreign policy to us!” However, the ultimate 
efforts and actions of the group are aimed at transforming Russia into a modern, 
competitive economy integrated into global markets and world politics as a full and 
respected participant. Political integration and openness, as well as economic inte-
gration, are implied. Openness and the adoption of global rules are both implicit and 
explicit imperatives of system liberals.6

The group mindset in some ways resembles the old-fashioned liberalism of the 
nineteenth century. They consider their worldview to be the purview of an elite 
vanguard, valiantly opposing a conservative, regressive majority that is not ready to 
accept either democracy or liberalism. These liberals also share feelings of a civili-
zational mission and a hidden political ambition that structures a distinct group 
identity. This kind of elite vanguardism has been a hallmark of Russian history since 
the late nineteenth century as has its complement: a conservative majority that is 
loyal to the supreme authority of the state and that is seen as the fundamental threat 
to the elite vanguard project.7 The inability of Russian liberalism to develop a perti-
nent cultural and ideological language for a dialogue with society has thus been an 
enduring obstacle to political liberalism in the country.

Anyway, the very fact of ideology marks a difference between system liberals 
and other groups of high-ranking bureaucrats in Russia. Apart from the, siloviki all 
of them lack any kind of ideology or a sense of mission. The siloviki ideology is a 
peculiar mixture of Russian grandeur, a distinct orientation towards mysticism, 

5 The main approaches towards the problem of the state in the Russian liberal discourse are ana-
lyzed in: Elena Chebankova, “Contemporary Russian Liberalism”, Post-Soviet Affairs 30, no. 5, 
March 2014, pp. 352–356.
6 Boris Tiov, Pora predprinimat’!, Vedomosti, 26 November 2017 (https://www.vedomosti.ru/poli-
tics/articles/2017/11/26/743014-boris-titov-rossiya-pora-predprinimat-predprinimat); Aleksey 
Kudrin, Tri zadachi na dva goda, Kommersant, 21 March 2018 (https://www.kommersant.ru/
doc/3579103).
7 Elena Chebankova, “Contemporary Russian Liberalism”, pp. 341–369.
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resentment of the collapse of the USSR and a fear of the apparent Western con-
spiracy against Russia generally (and Vladimir Putin personally). Such an ideologi-
cal set provides the siloviki faction with justification for its policy approaches and 
its self-ascribed sense of its great historical role to restoring Russian might and 
glory. But this mindset is hardly compatible with the modern globalized world.

11.3  System Liberals as Liberal Technocrats

In general, top Russian bureaucrats can be defined as non-ideological technocrats. 
In the Russian context, this posture not only implies professionalism but also the 
absence of ideology, autonomous political agendas, and feelings of cultural mission 
and, above all, an unreserved loyalty to the supreme authority and absolute readi-
ness to follow its directions and orders. The list of Russian non-ideological techno-
crats includes most ministers, high-profile bureaucrats and governors, and many 
others.

To some extent, system liberals can be also defined as liberal technocrats. 
However, this “liberal” label creates a decisive distinction: any kind of ideology 
assumes distant goals, while technocracy excludes goals, focusing irrelevantly on 
their nature, on the tools and means to achieve them.

The strongest argument against the classification of system liberals as liberals 
per se is their successful integration into the system whose goals and principles can 
hardly be called liberal and democratic. As many commentators note critically, sys-
tem liberals’ activities reinforce an essentially anti-liberal regime and the very fact 
of their presence in the power camouflages Russia’s decisive break with democracy, 
liberal capitalism and civilized rules of the game in international relations. This 
criticism sounds reasonable, though we cannot agree with it for one simple reason. 
What better solution is there for the defense of a shrinking liberal heritage and the 
nourishing of liberal hope?

An open political struggle of the liberal side has proved to be unsuccessful. 
Liberal political parties have had no representation in the Russian parliament since 
1999. The mass political protests in 2011–2012, organized by political liberals and 
implicitly supported by system liberals, were defeated. The liberal forces were able 
to unite in the local elections in Moscow in 2017, but they failed to reach agreement 
on the 2018 presidential elections. The most popular and influential Russian opposi-
tion leader, Alexey Navalny, is absolutely unacceptable for most of the prominent 
liberals as well as for a substantial part of the liberal electorate. At the same time, 
even Navalny finds cooperation with the sophisticated liberals pointless, preferring 
a populist appeal to the masses.

Therefore, the three following political options emerge for liberals: (1) move 
openly into political opposition while having no chances of success; (2) go in for 
private business, abandoning politics altogether, or; (3) stay in the civil service and 
try to influence the decision-making process in a favorable direction.
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11.4  An Endless Trap for Russian Liberalism

The gravity of the state is a particular feature of Russian liberalism. In the nine-
teenth century, Alexander Pushkin said that the “sole European in Russia” was the 
government (i.e. the state), which still holds true today.8 All hopes for modernizing 
reforms have relied on the state and all Russian reformers have focused their efforts 
on the state as the driving force of reform (and as a political umbrella). Russian 
society traditionally was considered by liberal-oriented reformers to be weak and 
lacking in self-driving forces. In the meantime, reformers perceived themselves as a 
tiny group of Russian Europeans who had no roots in their native soil.

Such a gloomy scheme seemed to be accurate until the end of the 1980s and into 
the early 1990s when a considerable mass intelligentsia and Soviet middle class 
emerged in the USSR. These groups provided mass support for the anti-Communist, 
democratic revolution in Russia. Unfortunately, that impressive public surge was 
wasted.

The Russian political philosopher Boris Kapustin blames the fiasco primarily on 
a liberal intelligentsia that has betrayed the utopia of liberation for all and replaced 
it with the idea of liberation for a select group – that segment of the intelligentsia 
that drew all the gains from liberalization and locked in its privileges forthwith.9

I believe that more important problem was the disruption of communication. The 
liberal reformers absolutely failed to explain to a mass audience what they had been 
doing and why the people were doomed to suffering and loss. Unlike other post- 
communist countries, Russia lacked a myth of national liberation capable of explain-
ing the essence of the post-communist transition and serving as psychological and 
moral compensation for the almost total destruction of the economic, social, politi-
cal and cultural status quo. Liberation, one could have asked, from whom and for 
what? These basic questions remain unanswered in Russia and, frankly speaking, it 
is hard to imagine what appropriate answers to them might be.

Russian liberal reformers have turned out to be stubborn economic determinists, 
neglecting the importance of socio-cultural and psychological factors for successful 
reform. As a result, in the mass consciousness liberalism has been associated with 
aimless and senseless suffering and material deprivation. Since the Russian liberals 
strongly supported President Yeltsin in his political confrontation with the Russian 
parliament in 1993, political and moral responsibility for the shelling of the parlia-
ment building was ascribed to them. Liberals arguably had few alternatives at that 
time; any other choice would have left them exposed, politically and economically.

The attitude towards liberalism in modern Russia can be described as paradoxi-
cal. Liberal reformers achieved such important advances as the right to consume 
without restriction, to travel at home and abroad, to buy property, and the like, all of 

8 Aleksandr Pushkin, Sobraniye sochineniy. Tom 10 (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 
1978), p. 335.
9 Boris Kapustin, “O vozrozhdeniyi liberalizma v Rossii. Rabota nad oshibkami”, Russkiy Zhurnal, 
Summer 2008, pp. 57–58.
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which have become indispensable and highly appreciated elements of modern 
Russian life. Moreover, the main values and ideas of political liberalism – such as 
checks and balances, an independent judiciary, competitive elections, a multiparty 
system, civil rights and liberties, and the like – are evaluated highly by Russians and 
are accompanied by permanent complaints that these said values are nowhere to be 
found in daily life. At the same time, Russians dislike the very terms “liberal” and 
“liberalism”, associating them with the dramatic crisis of the 1990s. In sum, 
Russians appear to reject the form of liberalism while endorsing its political and 
economic content.

As mentioned, liberalism earned a bum rap during the first 2  years of post- 
Communist transformation. As a result, political liberalism was trapped. In its proj-
ect of economic modernization, liberalism could rely only on state power while 
liberal attempts to gain political independence from the state failed. At that time, the 
chances of achieving parliamentary representation were not zero. However, the state 
under Putin is not interested in such a prospect and has severely blocked all attempts 
at opposition of any kind. Putin’s state prefers to have liberals outside the parlia-
ment, drawing on their intellectual and professional talents in the state apparatus 
where they can be controlled.

Nevertheless, being absolutely sure of their own indispensability and hoping to 
steer Russia’s gradual drift towards the West and the Western model, the liberals 
have made little effort to wrest political independence from the state. Apart from a 
tiny group, most of Russian liberals have felt extremely uncomfortable in embrac-
ing the challenge of public politics and open political struggle. Even after expulsion 
into the ranks of political opposition they continue to behave like state bureaucrats 
and not as politicians. Key examples here are the former Russian Prime Minister, 
Mikhail Kasyanov, and his clique. Only Boris Nemtsov, the former Deputy 
Chairman of the Russian government under Boris Yeltsin, had enough courage to 
join the most vigorous segment of the Russian opposition.10

Theoretically, the media could become a substitute for an influential liberal polit-
ical party. And to some extent they played such a role in the 1990s. But the new 
rulers of Russia, who are former security officers, turned out to be very effective in 
managing the potential threat. Through blackmail, threats, corruption and pressure 
they have succeeded in subduing the main media, such that the media landscape in 
modern Russia is diverse but not pluralistic. Despite the existence of some liberal 
media, such as the radio station Ekho Moskvy, the TV channel Dozhd and the news-
paper Novaya Gazeta, the government effectively controls the main media and sets 
the agenda.

To Putin’s credit, he has not yet dared to authorize his former KGB colleagues 
with total management of the Russian economy. Liberals have played and will 
likely continue to play, an important role as economic managers and supervisors. 

10 Boris Nemtsov, the first democratic governor of the Nizhniy Novgorod region and former Deputy 
Chairman of the Russian government under Boris Yeltsin, became one of the most vigilant leaders 
of political opposition to Vladimir Putin. Boris Nemtsov was killed on 27 February 2015 near the 
Kremlin. Most Russian and foreign observers judge this episode a political assassination.
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They retrained a whole generation of Soviet managers in the 1990s, enriching them 
with the basic knowledge of capitalist markets and a taste for market activity. 
Thanks to liberal influence Russia managed to overcome the economic crisis of 
2008–2009 safely due to the preventive steps taken at the insistence of liberal econ-
omists. The Russian economy is still performing well and even demonstrates signs 
of an uncertain recovery thanks to the efforts of system liberals in the years of eco-
nomic prosperity.11

11.5  Dynamics of System Liberalism

Despite these evident results, liberals have had to pay a solid price for their influ-
ence in the economy. A complete rejection of political ambitions and own political 
agenda is a fate of system liberalism in Russia. Supposedly, it was a reasonable and 
acceptable price until 2014. Notwithstanding all the domestic and foreign criticism 
of Putin and his politics, Russia in general was considered to be a normal country 
moving in the right direction (although with some distortions and deviations), and 
liberals were given a key role in gradually moving the economy towards normaliza-
tion. Their role, though instrumental and technocratic, was perceived as providing a 
steady strategic shift towards a desirable economic and political model. They have 
not faced explicit criticism from the street liberals. Moreover, those liberals who 
have been working in the government and public bodies experienced a superiority 
complex to less fortunate comrades and the siloviki faction of the Russian elite. The 
liberals perceived themselves as intellectuals and strategists guiding the Russian 
economy from the influence of rude and narrow ex-KGB officers.

However, such a perception changed dramatically shortly after the emergence of 
new geopolitical dynamics following the Russian takeover of Crimea and the war in 
Ukraine. These events have demonstrated the real strategists of the Russian politics. 
In this new context, system liberals lost their attractive image and have come to be 
perceived as an obedient tool of the essentially and increasingly undemocratic, illib-
eral, and aggressive regime.

Avoiding any sort of moral assessments, we could even stress the important role 
of system liberals in preserving remnants of common sense in the country’s eco-
nomic policy, succeeding in protecting the country from the threat of hyperinflation. 
The situation could have been much worse without system liberals’ efforts to stabi-
lize the Russian economy. At the same time, they were unable to influence the politi-
cal, ideological and cultural situation in the country. Moreover, even modest 
attempts of liberal bureaucrats to contain huge appetites of influential lobbyists 
turned out to be politically dangerous. The arrest of the Minister of Economic 

11 In the years of oil prosperity Alexey Kudrin, then the Minister of Finance, insisted on the forma-
tion of a “Reserve Fund” to collect extraordinary oil and gas revenues. The Fund was established 
in 2008 and turned out to be a cushion during the economic crisis.

V. Solovey



163

Development, Alexey Ulyukayev, in November 2016, almost paralyzed the Russian 
government, including the Prime Minister, Dmitriy Medvedev.

However, Putin’s common sense and personal experience have won. As far as is 
known, the Russian President believes that management of the national economy is 
too complicated to entrust it to military and security officers and their lobbyists. 
Therefore, it remained a prerogative of the system liberals. The main liberal figures 
of the government have successfully preserved their positions and have chances to 
survive in a new government.

11.6  How Did the Mood of the Russian Elite Change?

During the last 4 years we could observe a dramatic change of the social contract 
between Putin and Russian elites. An original long-term pact, which was valid from 
the early 2000s to 2014, required political loyalty from the elites and bureaucrats in 
exchange of benefits and their uncontrolled enrichment. This “social contract” fed a 
large-scale corruption mechanism, patronized by the state. In the post-Crimean era, 
this pact loyalty is guaranteed not by a prospect of prosperity but by the fear of 
repressions. The so-called “fight against corruption” in modern Russia is actually a 
semi-hidden form of economic and political reprisals aimed at recruiting loyalty 
from the political class, business elites and bureaucracy to Putin. The reprisals are 
not extensive but rather selective, lacking any evident logic.

Therefore, Russian elites and the higher bureaucracy are subject to a kind of 
Stockholm syndrome; while the Russian nouveaux riches, except for Putin’s per-
sonal friends who are under Western sanctions, prefer to avoid Russian tax resi-
dency in a search for politically quiet harbors.

Any elite conspiracy against Putin appears impossible. The security service care-
fully monitors the elite for signs of any potential political activities against Putin. 
The siloviki faction of the elite, including Putin himself, shares the conspiracy myth 
that is a belief in the Western plot in order to undermine Russia and overthrow the 
President. It is believed that the West is also actively seeking allies among the 
Russian elite, feeding the myth of a “fifth column”. State propaganda reflects the 
Kremlin’s fear of a foreign plot, criticizing the West and exposing its apparent con-
spiracies against Russia. As a result, 66% of the population believes that Russia is 
surrounded by enemies; the most “popular” among them are the USA, Ukraine and 
Turkey, the European Union and the UK.12

Thus, the Russian elite under tough control have no other choice than to wait and 
hope for a better future. A surprising effect of such waiting has been the emergence 
of three broad elite consensuses. The growing Western sanctions, especially finan-
cial and technological restrictions, the investigation of links between the Russian 
oligarchs and President Putin, the failure (not complete, but quite evident) of the 

12 A poll made by Levada-Centre, December 2017 (https://www.politanalitika.ru/russia/
rossiyane-nazvali-vragov-strany-lidiruyut-vneshnie-vo-glave-s-ssha/).
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import substitution policy, and the collapse of hopes for China as a substitute for 
Europe have increased a feeling in favor of cooperation with the West because of 
lack of any other alternatives. Now, such a feeling seems to be shared almost by all 
elite groups including most of the siloviki. This is not an ideological or cultural 
choice – like that of liberals – but rather pragmatic one. Nevertheless, it looks like a 
strategic shift in the direction that the system liberals have always tried to lead 
Russia. However, the paradox is that their efforts were decisively strengthened by 
the Russian self-isolation policy and an attempt at imperial revanchism.

Another consensus in elite circles, though not as promising as the first, is that 
Russia needs economic reform. This feeling is a result of falling oil prices, the eco-
nomic crisis, sanctions and the dysfunction of public administration. Nowadays, the 
nature of planned reforms is a technocratic rather than a liberal one. The legal sys-
tem and public administration are supposed to be reformed in order to increase their 
bureaucratic efficiency but not to create truly independent justice. That is why pos-
sible reforms are comprehended strictly in a technocratic way. Therefore, any deci-
sive move towards a liberal economy is not supposed.

The final elite consensus opens the way to a new strategic framework. The cur-
rent situation is perceived by all elite groups, including Putin’s close associates and 
old comrades, as transitional to a new political power and a new politics. In other 
words, there is more and more evidence that the Russian elite prefer comprehending 
the future in post-Putin categories. This new horizon promises new opportunities for 
system liberals. Because of their coherent mindset, ideologically motivated goals, 
managerial skills and experience, and strong connections, system liberals constitute 
the only group in the Russian elite that is trusted in the West. Surprisingly, we may 
observe in the future a new moment for liberals as saviors of the Russian economy 
and architects of the bridges with West.

Unfortunately, even an optimistic assumption does not seem very promising for 
the fate of liberalism and democracy in Russia as a whole. Institutions in the country 
are destroyed; society is demoralized and appears in a poor psychological condition. 
The results of the 2018 presidential elections demonstrated overwhelming support 
for Putin and very weak support for political liberalism, thereby leaving system 
liberals limited room to maneuver. A rapid democratic transformation of Russia 
after two decades of Putinism seems almost impossible. Even the formation of basic 
prerequisites for such a development will not take less than a decade, requiring three 
of four rounds of national elections. During that time, any democratic transition will 
remain volatile and vulnerable to intervention and is likely to produce uneven 
outcomes.
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