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Has the West Miscalculated the Costs of “Democratizing” the Former Soviet Union? 

Russia’s Prime Minister Vladimir Putin recently made an important statement explaining the nature of the 2009 Russian-Ukrainian gas war. Although on the surface, the dispute appeared to primarily revolve around commercial considerations, the prime minister believes that the underlying cause of the crisis lies in the West’s support of the Orange Revolution in Ukraine, which undermined political stability in the country and created circumstances in which Russia and Ukraine had trouble finding common ground. And, of course, NATO’s attempted expansion to Russia’s doorstep didn’t help either. 

“The gas conflict with Ukraine, in which Russia for the first time in its history stopped gas supplies to the West for two weeks, has its roots in the support which the West gave to the Orange revolution at the end of 2004,” Putin said in an interview to the Bloomberg agency. “The developments in Ukraine in the last few years were the result of the policy of the outgoing American administration, as well as of the EU which supported this policy. When people are allowed to come to power in breach of the constitution, using the so-called street action, the country and the people are doomed to political turbulence in the long term. It was the unstable domestic political situation in Ukraine that did not allow us to reach agreements in the gas sphere.”    

This statement by the former Russian president, who has been an avowed opponent of the “colored revolutions” in the former Soviet Union since their start in Georgia in 2003, will definitely provoke negative responses from some of these revolutions’ fans in both the United States and Europe. However, the recent gas crisis with its huge costs may have a cooling effect on such observers. 

For Russia and Ukraine, the damage this crisis has wrought for their respective business interests, political aspirations, and lilting economies is enormous. It should be clear that corruption and quasi-criminal business ties will sooner or later come back to bite hard. The reliance on the shady RosUkrEnergo was profitable for elements in Moscow, Kiev, and Zurich (RosUkrEnergo’s home), but the diversion of profits that should have gone into state budgets and Ukraine’s illegal siphoning of Russian gas in its pipelines cost the peoples of Europe, Russia, and Ukraine. The gas crisis brought about by those practices brings new losses. Both sides lost tens of billions of dollars in profits, and are likely to lose billions more from lawsuits and alternative pipeline routes circumventing Russia’s Gazprom and Ukraine’s pipeline, system now being actively pursued by Europe. 

What political scientists refer to as a “revolution from below” or a “social revolution” is a powerful social movement that removes the ruling elite from power and completely overhauls the political and socioeconomic form of rule (regime). The Orange Revolution did not and could not have overturned the political regime through democratization, since the regime was already largely democratic. Freedom of speech and assembly and separation of powers existed, and elections were minimally free and fair. The regime leadership’s major deviation from democracy was its attempt to falsify election results. For that, one regime faction organized a revolt, using its voters as a kind of “rent-a-revolutionary mob.”
  
After the Orange “revolutionaries” seized power, they demobilized the mob and set about enjoying the fruits of corruption that prevail across most of the former Soviet Union. The “new” leaders and their minions tapped the gas profits for themselves, using the now infamous middleman RosUkrEnergo. Even the much maligned losers in the Orange revolution were allowed to continue doing the same. Both winners and losers have made sure not to try fudging election results again, so they could keep their hands on the lucrative till.
 
This has been the pattern in all of the so-called “colored revolutions” so enthusiastically backed by the Western policymakers and commentators, since they mistakenly see them as revolutions from below led by the people. The West misunderstood these revolutions in part because one regime faction usually appealed for the West’s support, mouthing democratic ideals which they may not have understood or intended to fully implement. Other factions appealed to Moscow in line with the divisive dynamic driven by NATO expansion.  

Colored revolutions, like the orange one, do not represent the first time the West miscalculated the nature of political change in the former Soviet Union. The fall of the Soviet communist regime and union state in 1991 was also widely perceived as a revolution from below, while it was actually a revolution from above. One faction of the Soviet elite led by Boris Yeltsin, which took control of the Russian republic’s state apparatus, defeated another faction and destroyed the remnants of the party-state partially dismantled by Mikhail Gorbachev. The fact that the defeated faction was headed by the Communist Party and “siloviki” hardliners until the defeat of their August 1991 coup plot did not mean that Yeltsin’s faction was democratic.   

The cost of the West’s misunderstanding of the nature of the Russian revolution has been enormous. Russia’s revolutionaries from above had limited commitment and understanding of democracy, markets, and the West. Because most in the West assumed that Russians were strongly committed to these, Western policymakers underestimated the extent to which they needed to nurture rather than burden that commitment.  

For the West, especially the United States, the crisis exposed the growing dangers of its divisive policy of NATO expansion—a policy that denied Russia NATO membership but implicitly left the door open to all others at any given time. This policy created the newly-isolated, but again “unique” Russia. The West’s rejection of a Marshall Plan for Russia and Bill Clinton administration’s careless decision to break the George Bush Sr. administration’s promise not to expand NATO beyond a reunified Germany undermined Russia’s liberals – those most committed to democracy, markets, and the West – and tilted a wavering post-Soviet elite toward traditional Russian suspicion of the West. Another round of expansion under the recent George Bush Jr. administration that brought the former Soviet Baltic states into NATO pushed Russia farther from democracy, markets, and Western values. In fact, the West sparked an unswerving desire within the Russian elite to prevent any further encroachment along Russia’s borders.  Moreover, NATO expansion was bound to create divisions not only within Europe, between Europe and Russia, but also within Eurasia or the “post-Soviet space.” 

Now the gas war has been variously but only partially explained as a purely commercial dispute, an attempt by Russia to exert political pressure on Ukraine and/or Europe, a struggle for control over gas resources among factions within the Kremlin and Ukrainian leaderships, a gambit by Russia to win more European support for its North and South Stream gas pipelines, a maneuver by the Ukrainian Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko to undermine the already unpopular Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko, or visa versa. 

But the Russian-Ukrainian gas debacle is yet another consequence of the division between Europe and Russia created by NATO expansion. To be sure, the core of the dispute revolved around prices for gas, gas transit, technical gas, and the intermediary or middleman RosUkrEnergo. However, it is unlikely that these issues would have led to a stoppage of gas supplies (with all of the consequences for citizens of Europe, Ukraine and Russia), if the Russian-Ukrainian relations had not been strained to the breaking point by Washington’s hasty and altogether unnecessary efforts to expand NATO to Ukraine (and Georgia). 

Instead of creating a structure of relations that encouraged comity among the former Soviet and Soviet bloc states, the United States has promoted a policy that forces countries to choose between Russia and NATO. The vacuum between Russia and NATO had to be filled by NATO’s security zone, and so Ukraine and Georgia were courted. 

The gas war followed on the heels of another unnecessary debacle caused by NATO expansion: the five-day Russo-Georgian war over South Ossetia (and Abkhazia). That tragic event could also have easily been averted, if the United States and the West had been conducting a policy that helped the former Soviet states cooperate and overcome their historical grudges. Instead of inviting former Soviet bloc countries and Soviet republics into NATO while denying Moscow NATO membership, it would have been better to create a form of associate membership and admit some ten countries, including Russia, which in the mid-1990s satisfied less stringent standards of democracy and military organization.   

Equal treatment would have facilitated confidence-building measures and productive negotiations over Georgia’s breakaway republics, for example. Instead of U.S.-Georgian maneuvers facing down Russian maneuvers across the South Ossetian-North Ossetian border, July 2008 could have seen joint U.S.-Georgian-Russian maneuvers. Instead of U.S.-Ukrainian maneuvers, there would be NATO-Ukrainian-Russian maneuvers. Instead of a crippling gas dispute dividing Russia and Ukraine, Russia and Europe, and Russia and the West, a gas consortium involving all parties could have been built. 

The most disconcerting are the problems that remain from the unlearned lessons. Russia’s “re-authoritarianization” is a direct consequence of NATO expansion. Ukrainian corruption persists because the West needs to deny it in order to justify NATO expansion. NATO expansion artificially creates Russian-Ukrainian tension, portrayed in the West as a one way street of Russian aggression. Finally, the “Russian threat” inspires a “need” for NATO expansion; a self-fulfilling prophecy emerges with the West’s re-creation of the very Russian bear it feared. 
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