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Introduction
The attempted coup in August 1991, and the collapse of the Soviet

Union in December of that year, produced a sense of bewilderment

in Russians, from top-ranking politicians down to ordinary Russians.

One explanation crops up again and again: conspiracy. Understood

as a malevolent plot underlying historical and current events, the

conspiracy theory has become a popular tool for interpreting the

social and political realities of post-Soviet Russia. Its essential

element – that there is an omnipotent secret group of people plotting

to increase their own power at the expense of ordinary people – is

espoused by people in all walks of Russian life.

In the post-Soviet period, the West, which is very often seen by

Russians as a single entity, has emerged as an essential protagonist

in conspiracy discourse. However, in 2016 and 2017 the West began

engaging in its own conspiracy theories. The spirit of the Cold War

and the witch-hunt for Russian agents both made a comeback.

Today, the Kremlin is portrayed as the global puppet master who has

successfully managed to appoint a loyal man to deal with the White

House. ‘Russiagate’ and the media hype which surrounds it – that is,

the Kremlin’s alleged meddling in the US elections, and its attempts

to influence elections in the UK and France – revived the old fear of

Russian spies. Hysteria about the Russians became a central element

of the US domestic political agenda, and an almost mythologized

Russia became the source of many of the troubles plaguing the

American people (Beauchamp, 2017). Russian hackers were found to

be behind the worst cyberattacks (Calabresi, 2017); indeed, who but

Russians could cause such havoc? Foreign intelligence officers

shared with journalists, albeit anonymously, the claim that Trump’s

aides had contacts with Kremlin envoys (Schmidt et al., 2017), and

that experienced villain Vladimir Putin was sending killers to

neutralize all witnesses who could testify about Russian plots against

the West (Bearak, 2017; Blake et al., 2017). Russian politicians and

journalists loyal to the state have tried to convince the public that

Russia’s very existence is dependent on Putin. The wave of Western

conspiracy theories about Russia’s intrusion into US and European



politics, in turn, made Russian politicians proud of ‘hacking the

States’ (Cohen, 2017). The fears of Americans thus nurtured the

feelings Russians had of being superior to their geopolitical enemy,

and encouraged them to believe that they had, indeed, conspired to

hack America.

Conspiracy theories have always been a fundamental element of

popular culture and political thinking in America, prompting some

scholars to define the country as an ‘empire of conspiracy’ (Melley,

2000). In this respect, despite their socio-economic and political

differences, the USA and Russia have much in common. Russian

history over the last few centuries has been filled with fears of

conspiracy: Jews, Freemasons and Catholics have been considered

major enemies (Davis, 1971; Bagdasarian, 1999). Furthermore, as in

the USA, the messianic idea of the ‘City upon the Hill’ (Goldberg,

2001) and Moscow as the Third Rome (Duncan, 2005) provided

fertile soil for suspicion and fear of others who wanted to prevent it

from fulfilling its global mission. Yet, there is one major difference

between these two cases. In the USA, conspiracy theories normally

emerge from grassroots movements and are kept at the margins of

official political discourse. In post-Soviet Russia the political and

intellectual elites are major producers and disseminators of

conspiracy theories. The top-down spread of these theories in Russia

is reminiscent of countries in the Middle East, where the state is a

‘conspiracist narrator’ (Gray, 2010). As Gray shows, these theories

provide the legitimization of political regimes and social cohesion in

the face of mounting social and political challenges and the declining

popularity of political leaders. What is special about the Russian case

is that these ideas were initially employed to increase the popularity

of the country’s leaders at a time of economic growth.

Years before the annexation of Crimea, and Russian accusations that

the USA was out to destroy the Russian economy by means of

economic sanctions, Mikhail Iur’ev, a businessman and member of

parliament, published an article entitled ‘Fortress Russia: The

Concept for the President’ (Iur’ev, 2004). He praised Russia’s radical

economic and cultural isolation from the rest of the world,

particularly the West; indeed, he called for complete severance of all

ties with the West. He also argued that openness to the world would

result in the destruction of the nation. This publication became



iconic: from 2004, anti-Western conspiracy theories calling for

isolation from the West began to infiltrate Russia’s public domain,

and by 2017 had become an integral part of public debates, television

programmes and state legislation. A careful analysis of the ideas

proposed by Iur’ev in the book-length study (Leont’ev et al., 2005),

reveals that this isolationist ideology contains elements both of

traditional anti-Westernism in Imperial Russia, and Soviet Cold War

narratives that criticized the Russias’ major rival, the USA. The crux

of these ideas is the notion that ordinary Russians must unite with

the authorities to deal with conspiracies on the part of the West, and

that this unity will eventually turn Russia into a great world power.

The Kremlin is not ready to cut all ties with the West at present. On

the contrary, many Russian businessmen who keep loyalty to the

Kremlin, prefer to keep their savings and invest money in assets in

Europe and the USA (Maxwell, 2015; Cowdock, 2017). However,

when fear of losing power begins to increase, political elites

unhesitatingly attempt to turn Russia into a bastion of anti-

Westernism.

Just as in the United States, conspiracy theories have long been a

feature of Russian political discourse. This book will demonstrate

that by the mid 2010s, the Russian political authorities, with the help

of the media and public intellectuals (writers, journalists, media

personalities, political scientists, spin doctors and those

pseudoacademics who produce and disseminate conspiracy

theories), had found a way of transforming these theories into an

essential element of official political discourse that strengthened

their legitimacy and helped keep society under control. In recent

years we have learnt from Vladimir Putin that the Internet is an

invention of the CIA and therefore part of the anti-Russian

conspiracy (MacAskill, 2014); from Putin’s economic adviser, Sergei

Glaz’ev, that the Russian government has been infiltrated by foreign

agents that undermine its economic stability in the face of sanctions

(Adrianova, 2016); and from first deputy prime minister, Arkadii

Dvorkovich, that the price of oil is in decline because foreign plotters

are trying to destroy oil-rich Russia (Kuvakin, 2015).

In simple terms, this study investigates the reasons why Russian

politicians are so keen on conspiracy theories and explores how these

ideas help Russian leaders to exercise power through anti-Western



conspiratorial rhetoric. As this rhetoric is aimed primarily at the

domestic audience, the book will explore how conspiracy theories

become the means of achieving popular mobilization, nation-

building and community cohesion.
1
 What role do public intellectuals

play in developing and disseminating anti-Western conspiracy

theories? What are the key events in Soviet and post-Soviet history

that have generated the notion of anti-Western conspiracy? How do

the political and intellectual elites of post-Soviet Russia use concepts

which emerged in the Imperial and Soviet periods to produce and

disseminate conspiracy theories? How do conspiracy theories enable

political elites to reinforce their power? What is the impact of

conspiracy theories on electoral campaigns? What role did anti-

Western conspiracy theories play in framing the Ukraine crisis of

2014–16, and how were they used to help shape the unfolding crisis?

These are some of the questions that this book tries to answer.

Because of the growing impact of conspiracy theories on Russian

society today, I will focus on the post-Soviet period. The emergence

of democratic and market institutions in Russia after the collapse of

the USSR transformed society and opened the way for

democratization. However, the rise of authoritarian trends has

gradually undermined existing democratic institutions in the

country, and this has led to doubts about how successful the Russian

state’s transition from state socialism to democracy has been. Russia

does still demonstrate many elements of a democratic state, but

these have acquired a specific form, leading to a ‘hybrid regime’.

Conspiracy theories play a crucial role in Russia’s turn to

authoritarianism and have served as a trigger for numerous public

campaigns to justify repressive legislation. Yet these ideas are also

often marginalized and perceived as eccentric and paranoid and

therefore their study lacks academic depth and rigour. This book

aims to demarginalize conspiracy theories and approach them as an

integral part of the political process. To do so, it will examine the

extent to which models for studying conspiracy theories developed in

Western democracies can be applied to a non-Western transitional

regime.

Conceptual Framework



The topic of conspiracy theories is gradually gaining popularity in the

field of Russian, East European and Eurasian studies. Academics

have analysed the role of conspiracy theories in fiction and memoirs

(Livers, 2010; Fedor, 2011; Amirian, 2013; Borenstein, 2017),

popular films and documentaries (Razuvalova, 2015), and as a form

of modern folklore (Panchenko, 2015; Astapova, 2015). Conspiracy

theories as a form of national and social cohesion across post-Soviet

states are also getting more attention (Golunov, 2012; Laruelle,

2012; Ortmann and Heathershaw, 2012; Yablokov, 2014; Radnitz,

2016).

Among the works that have studied specifically Russian conspiracy

theories is Vardan Bagdasarian’s (1999) analysis of conspiratorial

literature. The author documents a large set of theories which

appeared in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and concentrates

on the concept of conspiracy in the intellectual thought of Imperial

and Soviet Russia, only briefly describing its evolution in post-Soviet

Russia. According to Bagdasarian, conspiracy theories emerged in

Russian society in the mid nineteenth century, because of the

Russian defeat in the Crimean War of 1853–6, and of the liberal

reforms carried out by Aleksandr II in the 1860s to 1870s. They were

then disseminated by various conservative groups in Russian society

such as the Slavophiles and radical nationalists, who resisted these

reforms. Although he offered a thorough exploration of the

conspiracy concepts Bagdasarian failed to develop a clear and

systematic methodology of how to approach conspiracy theories in

the specifically Russian context.

The lack of a clear methodological framework also characterizes

Mikhail Khlebnikov’s work on the subject (Khlebnikov, 2012).

Khlebnikov traced the emergence of conspiracy theories in Russia

from two sources: the movement of Judaizers (eres’

zhidovstvuiushchikh) in the late medieval period, and secret

societies, most notably Freemasonry, in the eighteenth century.

Taking these two groups as the progenitors of conspiracy theories in

Russia, the author documented the secret societies and various

conspiracy theories which existed in Russia in the past. As with

Bagdasarian, the lack of a clear methodology significantly reduced

Khlebnikov’s ability to investigate the roots and development of the

phenomenon, as well as its social and political impact on post-Soviet



Russia. Russian anthropologist Viktor Shnirel’man (2017) also

focuses on conspiracy theories in his study of eschatological fears

and anti-Semitic attitudes among Russian nationalists. This work

does contribute to our understanding of the phenomenon within the

Russian context. However, given the growing presence of conspiracy

theories in mainstream political discourse, more has to be done.

A clearer conceptual framework can be designed using the US

scholarship on the subject. In the USA conspiracy theories have been

an object of scholarly research for almost seventy years, starting with

Karl Popper’s Open Society and its Enemies (1973, vol.2). Almost a

decade later, Richard Hofstadter’s concept of ‘paranoid style’, a term

he coined in the 1960s, became a significant lens through which to

analyse the phenomenon. Hofstadter’s approach is sometimes

referred to as ‘symbolic’ due to its emphasis on the symbolic

dimension of politics and its stress on the non-rational part of

political logic (Rogin, 1987, pp. 272–300). Hofstadter described how

conspiracy theorists perceived the world by means of a merging of

the clinical term ‘paranoid’ with historical analysis. He saw the

conspiracist as a paranoid person who understood everything as part

of an overarching plan to rule the world and perceived himself as

involved in a struggle with an infallibly rational and evil enemy; who

believed that the history of humankind itself was a grand conspiracy

that could be packed into one theory (Hofstadter, 1996, pp. 29–37).

This judgemental conceptualization of conspiracy theories was the

dominant approach to the subject for many years. Hofstadter, who

developed his ideas in the era of McCarthyism, thought the main

threat of conspiracy theories lay in right-wing populism. Daniel

Pipes (1997), however, under the influence of the Cold War, extended

the ‘paranoid style’ to left-wing politicians, focusing on conspiracy

theories which were popular among Communists. Pipes carefully set

out the structural elements of conspiracy mythmaking, depicting the

adherent of conspiracy thinking as someone who interprets history

as a process directed exclusively towards the realization of a grand

plan. Lust for power and a firm belief that nothing happens by

accident but is always the result of secretive agreements on the part

of powerful people become the crucial pillars of the paranoid

mentality, resulting in an oversimplification which is always a part of

conspiracy theories (Robins and Post, 1997).



Neither Hofstadter nor his followers offered a robust framework for

dealing with conspiracy theories. Pipes, instead, suggested that

everyone concerned about the popularity of conspiracy theories

should join a ‘perpetual struggle’ against conspiracy thinking

whenever its elements were exposed (p. 49). As some scholars have

noted, judgemental suggestions about how to define a conspiracy

theory render authors advancing such arguments not entirely

dissimilar to the objects of their studies (Dean, 2002, pp. 63–4). The

‘symbolic’ approach is certainly helpful in detecting conspiracy

theories in public narratives. However, it fails to provide the

necessary tools for a balanced analysis of the causes and

prerequisites for conspiracy fears in the modern world.

Another approach sees conspiracy theories as tools of political

manipulation and is often described as ‘realist’ or ‘rationalist’.

Scholars who adopt this position argue that ‘it is neither accurate nor

useful to portray right-wing populists as a “lunatic fringe” of

marginal “extremists” since they represent ordinary people, our

neighbours and co-workers, whose rhetoric and actions have

mundane reasons’ (Berlet and Nemiroff Lyons, 2000, pp. 3–4). This

approach sees conspiracy theories as the product of small marginal

groups (mostly on the Far Right) who exploit populist anti-elitist

rhetoric to scapegoat certain groups. Consequently, conspiracy

theories become a tool of manipulation for right-wing groups and

politicians for the purposes of mobilization and the delegitimization

of their opponents. Unlike ‘symbolists’ such as Hofstadter, scholars

of the ‘rationalist’ approach argue that popular conspiracy fears

become part of comprehensible projects that are used by the political

leaders to achieve political and economic goals. Although these fears

sometimes seem bizarre and exaggerated, their rationalist core

points to the clearly identified interests of certain groups.

The ‘realist’ concept is relatively instrumentalist and is based on the

perception of conspiracy theories as a political tool. However, the

emphasis on the psychological component of beliefs in conspiracy

theories gives it common ground with the ‘symbolist’ approach. Yet

the evocation of psychopathology and references to anxiety among

advocates of conspiracy theories (which at times is indeed

manifested) are still unable to explain the popularity of conspiracy

theories in modern culture. Moreover, it would be incorrect to label



as paranoids many people who believe in conspiracy theories, as they

often express the ideas that reflect key social issues (Harambam and

Aupers, 2016). While the ‘symbolist’ approach overlooks the

‘functional’ aspect of conspiracy thinking, the ‘realist’ approach is

unable to clearly locate the conspiratorial mode of thinking in

various domains of political and popular culture. A common

shortcoming of the concepts we have discussed is their over-

stigmatization, even though both Hofstadter and Berlet point out

that sometimes conspiracy theorists could be ‘on to something’, and

that their beliefs might have some factual basis in real politics – that

is, that there are some real conspiracies.

The extraordinary development of conspiracy theories in the USA in

the 1990s in all spheres of public life demonstrated that they were

not merely tools enabling deranged people to comprehend the world.

Accordingly, in the late 1990s a new approach was introduced which

considered the possibility that conspiracy theories could, in fact,

constitute a mode of rational thinking, a portal ‘through which social

phenomena were discussed’ (Bratich, 2008, p. 6). Its adherents

pointed out that existing interpretations failed to explain the

popularity of conspiracy theories among people with different

political views, and that while they had previously been associated

with particular social or political groups, they had evolved into a

more widespread way of interpreting reality. No longer seen as

marginal, the idea of conspiracy was now considered to be a regular

feature of cultural life, even a mainstream concept, which was used

by writers, filmmakers and musicians (Birchall, 2006).

The dilemma of how to analyse conspiracy mythmaking still had no

clear-cut solution. To what extent could a certain story be regarded

as a conspiracy theory? To what extent did conspiracy theories

contain some factual elements? The real conspiracies of the past

largely determine the perception of conspiracy ideas in the present,

leading to public trust in conspiratorial explanations (Olmsted,

2009).

The new approach to conspiracy discourse, freed from the old

dismissive attitudes, could help us to navigate our way through the

complexity of modern politics and understand that conspiracy ideas

have some social, even positive functions. They might serve as a



legitimate tool for the interpretation of power relationships in the

modern world. They could challenge the existing social and political

state of affairs to transform it in a positive (or, conversely, a

negative) way. They could constitute an important ‘creative response’

to social change. As Fenster (2008, p. 10) argues, conspiracy theories

could serve as ‘a means to rally support’ and at the same time

delegitimize opponents ‘by branding their beliefs as paranoid’. This

new approach, then, is based on the recognition that conspiracy

theories can become an important tool for the redistribution of

power and an efficient political strategy to expose inequities within

the political, economic and social order.

This inevitably leads us to a discussion of the ways in which

conspiracy theories are used to persuade the centres of power to

redistribute their resources. Populist rhetoric is the principal method

of vocalizing conspiracy theories on a political level. Accordingly,

Fenster concludes that conspiracy theory is a populist theory of

power (p. 89). It possesses an important communicative function by

helping to unite ‘the people’ against the imagined ‘Other’ represented

by the secretive ‘power bloc’. The ability of conspiracy discourse to

express popular fears and hence foster unity among ‘the people’

explains its widespread use in the populist rhetoric of authoritarian

and fascist regimes. However, since theories are not confined to

authoritarian regimes, particularly in the present day, Fenster

defines conspiracy mythmaking as an ‘ideological misrecognition of

power relations’ which may occur in any political system (pp. 84–

90).

Fenster’s argument rests on the broad interpretation of populism

introduced by Francisco Panizza and Ernesto Laclau, who see it as ‘a

mode of identification available to any actor operating in a discursive

field in which the notion of the sovereignty of the people and its

inevitable corollary, the conflict between the powerful and the

powerless, are core elements of its political imaginary’ (Panizza,

2005, p. 4). A key feature of this interpretation is the division of

society into two antagonistic camps: ‘the people’, united on the basis

of popular demand, oppose the ‘Other’, the power bloc; this

represents the typical juxtaposition of ‘Us’ versus ‘Them’. In Laclau’s

words, these two camps constitute ‘the power’ and ‘the underdog’.

‘The underdog’s appeal is based on popular demands and its role is



to challenge the social order and gain power, thereby fulfilling

popular demands’ (Laclau, 2005b, pp. 37–8). Populism also

performs the function of gathering different elements of the social

into a new identity (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 93–101). This reading of

populism accepts that it can exist in a democratic society; it can

provide a necessary challenge to the existing democratic order when

the latter fails to address certain cutting-edge issues.

Populism, according to this interpretation, has an obvious

connection to conspiracy theory. The invention of ‘the people’ in its

various forms (depending on a given ‘demand’) very often requires a

clear and persuasive image of the ‘Other’, and this can be provided by

the conspiracy narrative through generation of fear of foreign or

internal deception or subversion. This ‘communicative’ function of

conspiracy theory plays an important role in political discourses and

helps to create political identities. Such discourses also address

concerns about the inequities of the social system and occasionally

pose a positive challenge to the existing social order (Fenster, 2008,

pp. 89–90). As we shall see, this understanding of conspiracy theory

will prove useful in analysing Russian conspiracy mythmaking and

its place in domestic politics.

As Ortmann and Heathershaw (2012, p. 554) noted, conspiracy

theories in the post-Soviet context should be studied as a social

phenomenon and a specific discursive approach. Fenster’s

understanding of conspiracy theories provides a useful set of

instruments with which to analyse the Russian situation. Firstly, it

enables us to abandon the traditional reading of conspiracy theories

as easily dismissible paranoia, and study the role of conspiracy fears

in the process of nation-building and the formation of collective

identities. The emergence of nation-states established a path to

democracy and set conditions for populism. The populist rhetoric, in

turn, enabled politicians to search for an ‘Other’ to correspond to ‘the

people’ (an essential development since it is only possible to identify

‘the people’ by identifying its ‘Other’ (Panizza, 2005, p. 6).

In the case of Russian national identity, the ultimate ‘Other’ has

historically been the West, often imagined as ‘a single

undifferentiated entity . . . regarded either as a positive model for

Russia to emulate or as a negative example to be rejected’, and this



has served to define the borders of national identity and its place in

world history (Tolz, 2001, p. 70). Fears of anti-Western conspiracy

arise as a part of the so-called ‘ressentiment’ that was born from the

recognition of the discrepancy between Russia and its ideal or

opponent, the ‘West’, and which demonstrate Russia’s equality or

superiority to it (Greenfield, 1992, p. 234). In the mind of a typical

Russian nationalist with anti-Western views, the West appears as an

ultimate and insidious ‘Other’ seeking to undermine the progress of

the Russian nation.

Secondly, when used to analyse domestic politics in post-Soviet

Russian society, this approach enables us to explore the creation of

political identities and the struggle for power within the country. The

acknowledgement that conspiracy theory is an inherent feature of the

popular political discourse of most societies, even democratic ones,

allows us to see the post-Soviet Russian political process as a set of

specific ‘demands’ that reflect the vital issues of a transitional

society. Used by various Russian political actors to explain the

enormous changes in Russia post-1991 and the complexities of its

economic and social relations, domestic developments, international

relations and cultural processes, the language of conspiracy offers a

symbolic resolution to the issue of who is responsible for the

problems which have emerged in Russian society, and serves to

oversimplify the nature of events (Knight, 2000, p. 32). This

approach enables us to see how various actors in Russian political

life have employed the rhetoric of conspiracy to strengthen their

position in competing for public support in the state.

Fenster uses the theory of populism to study the division of a nation

into the ‘treacherous elite’ and the ‘trustworthy people’. His

methodology is applied to specific aspects of domestic politics in a

democratic state, in which the divisions in society are used to frame

discussion of different issues in the domestic agenda. Acknowledging

the methodological value of Fenster’s study, this book also uses his

methodology to study how conspiracy theory, as an element of

populist politics, is applied to the fostering of national cohesion in

post-Soviet Russia. It demonstrates that the use of anti-Western

conspiracy theories by political elites divides the world into the West

on the one hand, presented as a single entity with a powerful elite,



and Russian political leaders and intellectuals on the other, who are

speaking on behalf of ‘the people’.

This book analyses political discourse both in political documents,

and the public speeches of politicians. It also explores the writings of

public intellectuals, showing how politicians selectively use

conspiracy concepts, ideas and theories which have been elaborated

by those intellectuals. The sources are analysed through a close

reading of the texts, against the background of the historical and

political situations at the time of their publication. Attention is paid

to the interpretative frames used by authors and some promoters of

conspiracy theories. I use a set of tools drawn from discourse

analysis to analyse my material and see how a particular type of

discourse, that of the anti-Western conspiracy, attempts to construct

social reality (Phillips and Hardy, 2002). Following Erving

Goffman’s (1974) definition of frames, i.e. that one specific

interpretation of events prevails over others, I present conspiracy

theories as a specific type of social frame which identifies the origins

of events as the outcome of secret plots. The application of

conspiracy frames allows various social actors and social movements

to define and problematize social, political and economic issues to

pursue their political goals (Benford and Snow, 2000).

In my analysis of texts, I also apply Critical Discourse Analysis

(CDA), which provides a wide set of tools for the study of both

language and the social developments reflected through it. CDA

understands discourse as a form of social practice ‘which both

constitutes the social world and is constituted by other social

practices’ (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 61). CDA can reveal how

language is employed to exercise power and the extent to which

linguistic elements can determine social reality. This approach

implies that discourse possesses an ideological effect which

contributes to the creation and reproduction of unequal power

relations between different social groups, and shows how language

contributes to the maintenance of power (Jørgensen and Phillips,

2002, p. 63).

Given that this book is primarily concerned with the use of

conspiracy theories by political and intellectual elites in Russia, three

groups of people in these categories are identified and analysed in



terms of their salience, their impact on domestic politics and the

degree to which conspiracy theories are used.

The first group consists of public intellectuals, journalists and

various media personalities. In many respects, these people shape

the intellectual framework of public conspiracy discourse and

develop its conceptual apparatus, making it relevant to the current

political agenda. They support the political actions of the authorities,

justify political decisions and explain political events through journal

articles, interviews and public appearances. The second group

consists of politicians who are members of political parties and

political movements.
2
 It is, though, difficult to accurately determine

who is a member of this group because the Russian political arena

includes so many political movements and parties, and only a

minority are represented in the legislative branch of government.

Being a member of parliament would not be an accurate indicator of

inclusion in this group because even the so-called ‘non-systemic

opposition’ has sufficiently powerful resources to enable it to

disseminate conspiracy theories. All the same, the impact which

members of parliament and political movements have on domestic

politics cannot be compared with the political power of the executive

branch of the government, which constitutes the third group. This

includes the President and the Prime Minister of the Russian

Federation and members of their staff. This group also includes

leaders of the United Russia party whose influence and decisions are

pivotal in determining the domestic political agenda.

Structure of the Book
Chapter 1 outlines the history of conspiracy theories in Russia from

the end of the eighteenth century, and shows how the tradition of

searching for enemies developed among political and intellectual

elites of Imperial and Soviet Russia.

Chapter 2 studies the role of public intellectuals in producing and

disseminating conspiracy theories in post-Soviet Russia. It

investigates the collaboration of Russian intellectuals with the

authorities, and how prominent public intellectuals and media



personalities introduce conspiracy theories into mainstream political

discourse.

Chapter 3 analyses conspiratorial narratives relating to the collapse

of the USSR in 1991, and their function in domestic politics. It

demonstrates how the application of conspiracy discourse to two

major events – the August 1991 coup and the subsequent collapse of

the Soviet state in December 1991 – became a powerful political

instrument.

Chapter 4 examines the impact of conspiracy theories on the nation-

building policies of the Kremlin in the 2000s. It studies the

Kremlin’s attempts in the 2000s to create a Russian national identity

based on the concept of sovereign democracy, a term coined by the

Kremlin’s ‘grey cardinal’ Vladislav Surkov when he was Deputy Head

of the Presidential Administration.

Chapter 5 focuses more specifically on the utilization of anti-Western

conspiracy theories in domestic politics. Its primary focus is the

Yukos affair and the three campaigns against non-governmental

organizations (NGOs) which were based on the notion of a

subversive ‘fifth column’ within the state. The chapter also examines

the dynamics of the anti-Western conspiracy narratives and the

evolution of political strategies which have been used against the

Kremlin’s political opponents.

Chapter 6 investigates the domestic application of anti-Western

conspiracy theories and the role of conspiratorial narratives in the

electoral campaigns of 2007–8 and 2011–12. Following Fenster’s

definition of conspiracy theories as a tool for redistribution of power

between political actors, this chapter looks at the place of conspiracy

theories in electoral campaigns.

Chapter 7 looks at the use of anti-Western conspiracy theories during

the Ukraine crisis of 2014–16. It demonstrates how the corpus of

conspiracy theories, which were developed throughout the post-

Soviet era, has been taken up by television, and used for

unprecedented public mobilization against the West.

Notes



1. Although in the 2010s Russian foreign policy strategy also includes

the application of anti-US and anti-EU conspiracy theories

(Yablokov, 2015), this would require a separate book-length study.

2. The analysis does not include the groups of the so-called ‘non-

systemic’ opposition such as right-wing extreme nationalists

because it would have required a significant widening of the

research focus.



1 
Building ‘Fortress Russia’

The Imperial Period
Conspiracy theories have a long history in Russia. According to

Andrei Zorin (2001), the concept of conspiracy originated in

European intellectual thought and arrived in Russia in the

eighteenth century. Zorin analysed a poem by a court poet, Vasilii

Petrov, that described an alliance of European countries against

Russia, which they perceived to be a growing power with global

ambitions. Petrov saw the intrigues of European monarchs against

Russia as a malevolent plan to destroy the country’s greatness.

Although this cannot be called a genuine conspiracy theory since it

lacks the crucial elements, it points to the origins of the phenomenon

and the social level at which these concepts initially emerged. As with

Western European countries, ideas about conspiracy in Russia

initially emanated from intellectual and political elites who were well

educated and who suffered the most from changes in the social and

political environment (von Bieberstein, 2008).

Fears about masonic plots – one of the most popular and enduring of

conspiracy theories, which first emerged in the mid eighteenth

century – were also promulgated, for the most part, by people in the

upper echelons of Russian society. As Smith (1999) demonstrates,

suspicion of Freemasonry in Russia was based on rumours that its

members had close ties to the devil, were atheists and indulged in

sexual rituals. In this respect, Russia was no different to Europe.

These fears about the Masonry appeared simultaneously in other

European countries, with Freemasons accused, for example, of

triggering the French revolution. A similar fear in Russia that

Freemasons were plotting revolution led the Russian state to clamp

down on them at the end of the eighteenth century, closing

Freemason societies across the country and imprisoning the leader,

Nikolai Novikov. All the same, fear of what was thought to be the

omnipotent Masonry continued throughout the nineteenth and



twentieth centuries as an important element in anti-Western

conspiracy theories (Nilus, [1903] 2012; Platonov, 1996).

The anti-Western stance did not undergo any significant

development until the mid nineteenth century. Even the famous

debates between Slavophiles and the Westernizers, which began in

the late eighteenth century, was less harsh at the beginning of the

nineteenth century than it was at the end. Vera Tolz points out that

the first round of debates between Westernizers and Slavophiles

‘reflected the divide between cosmopolitans of the Enlightenment

and (proto) nationalists’ (2001, p. 65). In the late eighteenth and

early nineteenth centuries the rapid development of the nation had

not yet begun; this would not happen until the second half of the

nineteenth century. Accordingly, a search for the dangerous ‘Other’,

which would help to design the country’s identity and clarify who

was ‘Us’ and ‘Them’, was at a premature stage.

The watershed in the rapid development of conspiracy theories in

Russia was the Crimean War (1853–6), which was triggered by the

desire of Russia’s rulers to gain control over the territories of the

Ottoman Empire. The alliance of European governments supporting

the Ottoman Empire was devastating for Russia, and resulted in her

losing territory, influence in Europe, and the right to keep a fleet on

the Black Sea. Many conservative thinkers in Russia had imagined

her advancing into the Middle East and the Balkans as part of a

messianic mission; these illusions of grandeur were now shattered

(Duncan, 2005).

A new generation of Slavophiles emerged in the wake of the Crimean

disaster, with more radical views about the West. Russia’s

humiliation in the Crimean War was not the only factor in the spread

of anti-Western sentiment and conspiracy fears. The Slavophiles

enjoyed the support of conservative groups in governing circles,

especially during the reign of Aleksandr III, who promoted a

counter-liberal agenda. Many elements of anti-Western conspiracy

theories appeared in Russia at this time.

The proliferation of conspiracy fears in the Russian Empire in the

late nineteenth century was the result of several factors. Aleksandr II

introduced a series of reforms which liberalized Russia and set it on

the path of rapid industrialization and modernization. The mass



migration of people from villages to cities changed the social

structure of Russian society, and helped spread rumours and fears

(Fuller, 2006; Kolonitskii, 2010). In addition, Russians became

better educated as a result of Aleksandr’s educational reforms, and

this was instrumental in helping to produce and disseminate

conspiratorial ideas. As Hofstadter explains, conspiracy theorists

aimed to present their ideas in an academic style, and this required a

basic education and the ability to formulate ideas. Ironically,

conspiracy theories became a mechanism by which conservative

intellectual elites understood the liberal changes that were taking

place in Russian society. Aleksandr’s reforms, which allowed more

freedom for both liberal and conservative groups, were perceived by

the conservatives as a Western plan to corrupt and destroy Russia.

Among the first groups of intellectuals which openly endorsed

conspiratorial notions to interpret domestic and foreign policies were

the conservatives, that were called ‘okhraniteli’ (defenders). Their

clear anti-Western views were characteristic of conspiracy theories in

late Imperial Russia. The idea that Russia had a special path (teoriia

osobogo puti), an historic mission to save the world, rested on an

idealized vision of the country as a repository of morality and of

Christian Orthodoxy (Poe, 2000). The writer Dostoevsky became a

driving force in disseminating the idea of Russia’s global mission,

both in the nineteenth century and for later generations of Russian

conservatives. The Diary of a Writer became a manifesto for Russian

conservatism, outlining the main tenets of Russia’s ‘special mission’

(Dostoevsky, 1995). The dichotomy between the corrupt Catholic

Church of the West and the pure and faithful Orthodox Church of the

East framed the conflict between Russia and the West. The

revolutionaries who emerged in post-Crimean Russia were in

Dostoevsky’s view, connected to Catholicism and hence a weapon

being used by the West to destroy Russia from within.

The perceived need to extricate Russia from heretical Western

influence was also an important issue for late Slavophiles. Aleksei

Khomiakov, one of the early Slavophiles, had put forward the idea

that Russia had become a virtual colony of the West because of Peter

the Great’s reforms. To shape a new national identity, Russians

needed to rid themselves of Western influence and promote a

spiritual rebirth (Khomiakov, 1982). Danilevskii, a prominent



thinker of the late nineteenth century, went so far as to advocate the

radical separation of Russia from Europe, insisting that Russia was

an autonomous cultural-historical entity which must evolve

independently from Europe (Danilevskii, 2013). Danilevskii’s ideas

have been widely adopted in the writings of post-Soviet conspiracy

theorists and, as we will see, have often been used to explain

supposed Western hatred towards Russia.

Nationalist movements reached their apotheosis in the period of

Aleksandr II’s reforms. Following the Polish uprising of 1863 and the

rise of Ukrainian nationalists (Miller, 2012b), the term ‘national’

began to appear more frequently in the conservative press. The Poles

and the Jews, who inhabited the Western territories of the Russian

empire, were often depicted as Russia’s main enemies. The Poles

were considered particularly dangerous not only due to their religion

but also because they had a strong and active nationalist movement

which was thought to threaten the integrity of the Empire. The image

of the conspiratorial Catholic Polish priest was central to these fears.

The Imperial government was also suspicious about local anti-

Russian Catholic activists who were thought to receive instructions

from their foreign superiors on how to resist and overthrow the Tsar

(Dolbilov, 2010).

Mikhail Katkov, a prominent writer and publisher in nineteenth-

century Russia, was an iconic conservative conspiracy theorist of the

late nineteenth century who focused on the supposed Western plot.

He linked the threat to Russia by Polish revolutionaries directly to

Western anti-Russian plotters. In his view, every Russian patriot had

a duty to be loyal to the state in the same way that a soldier was loyal

to his commander. A ‘genuine Russian’ had to be an Orthodox

Christian, a committed monarchist and a loyal subject. If not, he

would be considered an enemy of the nation (Katkov, 1863). Just as

post-Soviet Russian conspiracy theorists claim that the opposition

movement gets funding from the West, Katkov accused the Poles of

funding bloodshed and revolution with money from abroad (Katkov,

1881). As is typical of conspiracy theorists, Katkov divided Russia

into two groups, the national and anti-national. The nationalists

rejected reforms which they considered to threaten Russia’s very

existence; they thought they were aimed at changing Russia’s

territorial integrity, and that this could only benefit Russia’s enemies



(Katkov, 1880). They believed that anti-Russian plotters in the West

manipulated revolutionaries into threatening and destabilizing the

Russian monarchy; they also tried to destroy Russia’s reputation in

the European press and wrote cynical lies portraying the country as

backward (Katkov, 1865).

Katkov became the key intellectual in the promotion of the counter-

reforms which began during the reign of Aleksandr III; his radical

conservative views bolstered repressive legislation in schools,

universities and the press (Riabov, 2010). The counter-revolutionary

measures introduced by the government and the rise of radical

Russian nationalism led to anti-Semitic conspiracy theories which

became central to the conspiratorial discourse up to the October 1917

revolution and since then have been an important element in the

conspiratorial discourse of Russia’s far right movements

(Shnirel’man, 2002; Rossman, 2002; Shnirel’man, 2012).

Savelii Dudakov (1993) undertook a detailed study of the anti-Jewish

conspiratorial attitudes in Russian nineteenth-century fiction which

provided the impetus for the dissemination of one of the most

persistent anti-Jewish conspiratorial texts of all times, The Protocols

of the Elders of Zion. This fabricated pamphlet was used as evidence

of a global ‘Jewish-Masonic conspiracy’ to achieve world domination.

Its impact on Russian society was enormous. Its origins are still not

fully understood. It is likely that it stemmed from long-standing anti-

Jewish sentiment, which increased considerably in the late

nineteenth century. As Michael Hagemeister (2008) demonstrates,

anti-Semitic conspiracy theories existed in Russia long before the

Protocols appeared; they were just another iteration of the

conspiracy myth.

Jacob Brafman’s The Book of the Kahal could be considered a

conceptual precursor of the Protocols. The Kahal was a traditional

form of social organization of Eastern European Jews. The Russian

authorities, together with enlightened and secularized Jews,

attempted to dismantle the Kahal to assimilate Jews, who had

hitherto lived in the pale of settlement, into mainstream Russian

society. The state plan to take the Jews out of the Kahal was not well

designed and was inconsistently applied, often leaving the newly

assimilated Jews with, at best, very limited rights (Lowe, 1993).



However, Brafman’s interpretation of the persistence of the Kahal

was influential. The author presented the Kahal as a ‘state within the

state’ – a typical anti-Semitic image – which supposedly had

tremendous power over its members, as well as tentacles which

reached beyond its borders into the Russian Empire as a whole

(Brafman, 2005). This portrayal of the Jewish organization added to

concern on the part of Russian intellectuals from both sides of the

political spectrum about the reforms in Russia. As Israel Bartal

(2005) noted, the Jews were the ‘convenient Other’ for the left, who

saw them as landowners and exploiters of peasants; while for the

right they were subversive agents of Western modernization and

hence represented mortal danger to the Russian nation.

The spread of popular political movements and the growth of the far-

right movement in the run up to the 1905 revolution turned anti-

Jewish conspiracy theories into a powerful instrument for popular

mobilization (Laquer, 1993). The ‘Black Hundreds’, a conglomerate

of far right political movements in late Imperial Russia, were in the

vanguard of the Russian conspiracy culture. They embraced anti-

Semitic conspiracy theories, especially the Protocols, which won

them substantial support. The anti-Jewish pogroms of the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which were organized by

the ‘Black Hundreds’, demonstrate the potentially destructive nature

of conspiratorial ideas (Klier, 2014).

The rapidly changing socio-economic environment following

Aleksandr II’s reforms left many people vulnerable to the changing

environment of everyday life, and this explains, to a certain extent,

the wide acceptance of these ideas. There was a developing

nationalist mood in Russia before and during the First World War,

and this was used by the authorities to foster short-term social

cohesion in support of the regime (Schimmelpenninck Van Der Oye,

2001; Lohr, 2003). As was usually the case, this mobilization was

achieved by creating an image of a dangerous, conspiring ‘Other’, in

the form of other nationalities. This alienated many ethnic groups,

which in turn led to concern on the part of the authorities about

potential treason.

Fears about rebellion within the Russian Empire demonstrate the

pervasiveness of conspiracy theories among different social and



political groups by the end of the Imperial period. Fuller (2006)

argues that the pattern of conspiracy thinking, together with other

social and political developments, prepared the intellectual platform

for the February and October revolutions of 1917, and played a

crucial role in undermining the position of the ruling elites. Fear of

treason and conspiracy became accepted features of the

interpretation of the political situation in late Imperial Russia, and

contributed to the development of a conspiracy culture in the Soviet

period.

The Soviet Period
While the political and intellectual elites of Imperial Russia

occasionally utilized ideas of conspiracy to secure their positions,

and justify the suspension of liberal reforms, in the Soviet period

these ideas found a new purpose. The politics of large-scale social

and economic modernization led to the instrumental deployment of

conspiracy discourse in Soviet propaganda. The ‘enemy of the people’

(vrag naroda) is a particularly clear example of the Bolsheviks’

binary view of the world (Bonnell, 1999), as is the discursive division

of the world into the socialist and capitalist blocs. The search for

internal and external enemies became a paradigm of Bolshevik rule

after the 1917 revolution. The Bolshevik state had to protect itself

from plots by capitalists and members of the ancien régime. The

Emergency Committee (the notorious Cheka) and the Red Army

fought against counter-revolutionaries who, in cahoots with their

Western allies, had supposedly started the Civil War to reinstate the

capitalist exploiters (Mints, 1979). This understanding of the Soviet

Union as a besieged nation became a norm in Soviet life, especially in

the 1930s when the active search for public enemies and ‘wreckers’

began. During the Great Terror, as Sheila Fitzpatrick (2000) has

demonstrated, the pursuit of conspiracies affected millions of

citizens in all walks of life. To the authorities’ suspicious eye, friends

and colleagues who created informal networks to help each other

survive the hard times of post-revolutionary Russia looked like

groups of plotters and spies.

The incredible number of deaths in the first post-revolutionary

decades, as well as the devastated state of the economy, put



additional burdens both on the party apparatus, and on ordinary

people. The latter had to work in extreme conditions and under

enormous pressure because of the state’s single-minded focus on the

country’s economic development. The growth of Nazism and the

threat of foreign invasion by the capitalist states meant that what had

previously just been speculation about the possibility of conspiracy

and ‘wrecking’ was now portrayed as fact. In 1937, an article in the

Pravda, the Soviet main newspaper, stated: ‘We know that engines

do not stop by themselves, machine tools do not break down on their

own, boilers do not explode on their own. Someone’s hand is hidden

behind these events’ (quoted in Rittersporn, 2014, p. 34). This

supposed certainty about the work of a malevolent hand enabled

bureaucrats at all levels to explain away malfunctions in the economy

and industry. In this environment of Stalinist repression, suspicion

about conspiracies infiltrated all layers of Soviet life and even

undermined the legitimacy of ruling elites.

The mass purges of the 1930s are often explained by reference to

Stalin’s paranoid personality (Robins and Post, 1987; Rhodes, 1997;

Stal, 2013). This is an oversimplification although it is worth noting

that constant power struggles did result in Stalin becoming

suspicious. He dealt with internal opposition, as well as criticism

from ‘old Bolsheviks’, with extreme post-revolutionary brutality,

even though most of his victims swore allegiance to him (Khlevniuk,

2009). The battle for rapid industrialization resulted in a complete

refusal to compromise and a demand for total loyalty. In the 1930s

the intelligence service [OGPU] warned of imminent war on two

fronts: with Japan and the Nazi Germany; this exacerbated the

atmosphere of fear of subversion, which in turn reinforced Stalin’s

conviction that there were indeed malevolent plots. OGPU derived its

‘evidence’ of conspiracies by forcefully extracting the names of

possible co-conspirators from people who had already been arrested.

The apparent prevalence of ‘enemies’ was a further factor in

spreading fear throughout the population, and reinforced Stalin’s

belief that there were malevolent plots against the country. Hence

this use of fear was not a cynical ruse to gain greater control over the

population; Stalin succumbed to it himself. In the view of the Soviet

rulers, any relaxation of domestic policies, or the toning down of

punishment for those who had not fulfilled the plan, could provide



counter-revolutionaries with a reason for not adhering to the

demands of the state (Harris, 2015). The notion that the country was

under siege instrumentalized the conspiratorial discourse, turning it

into an effective tool to secure absolute power.

Kratkii kurs VKPb (A Short Course of the All-Union Communist

Party of the Bolsheviks), published in 1938, became the principal

document outlining the ideological tenets of the Soviet regime and

the reasons for the Bolshevik Party’s success. It established the

juxtaposition of the USSR and the forces of ‘world imperialism’,

thereby justifying the belief in conspiratorial notions and the brutal

punishments meted out to political opponents (Halfin, 2001). Stalin

insisted that there would be an inevitable escalation in the conflict

between the Bolsheviks and the bourgeoisie as socialism developed

and this explained why internal enemies in the late 1930s had

become so active. Article 58 of the Criminal Law of the RSFSR,

introduced in the late 1920s, treated relations with a foreign state or

its representatives as a serious crime against the Soviet Union, often

punishable by death (Applebaum, 2004). In addition, the term ‘agent

of a foreign country’ was used in the political discourse of the Stalin

era as a synonym for a ‘fifth column’, a spy (shpion) or a subversive

element (podryvnoi element) (Stalin, 1997). Public trials of ‘enemies

of the people’ contributed to the atmosphere of suspicion. This was

all linked back to the treachery of the capitalist countries. As we will

see in the following chapters, these ideas have resurfaced in a specific

form in Putin’s Russia.

After the Second World War, despite the brief hopes of harmonious

coexistence between the triumphant powers, the descending Iron

Curtain and Stalin’s growing suspicion of the Allies sparked the Cold

War and caused a new wave of aggressive conspiratorial propaganda

within the country. The Marshall Plan was rejected by the Soviet

Union because it was viewed as a clandestine method on the part of

the USA to destroy Communism by stealth by means of the economic

control which the plan would initially impose on participants. The

US nuclear tests pressurized the Soviet authorities into searching for

an alternative path towards post-war recovery instead of cooperation

with the Allies: the resources were drawn out from within the

country. This led to further isolation from the West. The Soviet

Union’s plans for a rapid and independent recovery from the ravages



of war resulted in a plummeting of citizens’ living standards (Zubok,

2009). To justify this, another ‘Other’ had to be created. The foreign

enemy was clear: the ‘Anglo Saxon’ world led by the United States

and the United Kingdom. Citizens were ready to accept this latest

standoff between the Soviet Union and the West because of rumours

that an invasion by Western countries was, again, a distinct

possibility (Johnston, 2011).

This apparent prospect of external invasion led to renewed fear of

internal subversion and led to a new wave of repression. The victims

were both ordinary citizens, and elite members of Stalin’s inner circle

(Gorlizki and Khlevniuk, 2004). A distinctive feature of these post-

war conspiratorial witch-hunts was the focus on Jews as supposed

agents of the West. From the late Stalin years, anti-Jewish and anti-

Israeli conspiratorial rhetoric became a prominent part of official

and informal discourse in the Soviet Union, right up to the country’s

collapse in 1991 (Korey, 2004; Kostyrchenko, 2010).

In the later stages of the Cold War, the principal protagonist in anti-

Soviet conspiracy was supposedly the CIA, acting with the support of

spies and dissidents within the USSR (Iakovlev, 1983). The CIA

embodied the crucial features of conspiracy theories, and its

intrigues even played a prominent role in late Soviet popular culture.

Television series such as ‘The Shield and the Sword’ (1968), ‘17

Moments of Spring’ (1973) and ‘TASS is Authorized to Announce’

(1984) made Soviet spies and intelligence officers role models for

millions of young Soviet men. Fear of foreign subversion was, of

course, not purely based on fiction; both the USA and the USSR were

engaged in spy missions to gain access to military and political

secrets with the view of destroying the other. The USA and the UK

disseminated pamphlets, funded radio stations and waged

propaganda campaigns to spread an alternative view of the news

among the Soviet citizens and so subvert their trust in the regime.

Suspicion became part and parcel of the daily life of Soviet citizens.

Living under the constant observation of neighbours and authorities

in communal flats, attempting to keep secrets from them, and

suspecting them of engaging in plots, served as a breeding ground for

conspiratorial fears (Boym, 1994). As Ilya Utekhin has

demonstrated, suspicion and paranoid assumptions about the people



next door were central to the consciousness of the late Soviet citizen,

and have survived the Soviet collapse (Utekhin, 2004).

The pervasive image of an internal, conspiring enemy had a deep

effect on Russian national identity. In the post-war decades this

identity was shaped by reference to the ‘conspiring Western rival’,

and this became the ideological foundation of Russian nationalism

(Brudny, 1998). Moreover, the notion of conspiracy was actively used

to delegitimize political opponents, and to legitimize violence against

various social groups. For example, during the Thaw era, when

Khrushchev launched the de-Stalinization campaign, the modus of

conspiratorial thinking was still very active and was used by

Khrushchev’s opponents to oppose dramatic changes in domestic

politics (Dobson, 2009). On the other hand, the political persecution

of different groups and the atmosphere of fear led to a suspicion

towards authority, effectively laying the foundations for anti-

government conspiracy thinking (Mitrokhin, 2003).

This short overview of Russian conspiracy theories before 1991

demonstrates that the Russian conspiratorial tradition is rich and

multi-faceted, and to a large extent defines the conspiratorial

thinking of the post-Soviet era. The legacy of both the Imperial

period and, especially, the Soviet period of Russian history is evident

in the common assumption that unpopular socio-economic and

political changes are the result of conspiracy. Russian messianism

and the insistence on Russian greatness underlie the popularity of

conspiracy theories. At the same time, the constant purges of

enemies of the regime in the Stalin era, and the spy battles – both

real and fictional – during the Cold War contributed to the spread of

conspiracy fears among the general population. Two hundred years

of conspiracy mythmaking have been decisive in shaping the notion

that the West is the ultimate enemy. The emergence and

proliferation of anti-Western attitudes in the post-Soviet era have,

then, a solid and well-developed foundation.



2 
The Spectres of Conspiracy Mythmaking
Public intellectuals play an enormous role in the development and

promotion of conspiracy theories.
1
 To sound convincing,

conspiratorial explanation must be well-executed, and the use of

numerous references and conformity to pseudo-science are both

features of conspiracy theory writing (Aaronovitch, 2009, pp. 9–14).

A conspiracy theorist with high social status is also able to endow his

or her interpretation with a certain academic credibility.

This is certainly the case with anti-Western conspiracy discourse in

Russia. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Russian intellectuals

in the nineteenth century started the mass dissemination of anti-

Western conspiracy theories, and in the Soviet period prominent

Soviet intellectuals, as well as various factions within the Soviet

government, published conspiracy tracts in popular literary

magazines (Brudny, 1998; Mitrokhin, 2003). Gorbachev’s liberal

reforms and the collapse of the Soviet Union created fertile ground

for the dissemination of conspiracy myths, which were spread

through books and political debates. The idea of the conspiring West,

as articulated by national-patriotic forces, was added to the

ideological arsenal of Yeltsin’s opponents, and received the support

of several prominent academics, writers and public figures such as

high-profile historians Anatolii Utkin and Igor’ Froianov. Through

this collective intellectual effort, anti-Western conspiracy discourse

was turned into one of the main lenses through which history and

global politics were viewed by Russians after 1991.

This chapter seeks to contextualize the role of public intellectuals in

the production and dissemination of conspiracy theories within the

broader anti-Western ideological movement in Russia. Previous

works have focused more on concrete personalities and movements

within the anti-Western intellectual camp (Shenfield, 2001; Umland,

2007; Laruelle, 2008), saying little about the conspiracy theories

deployed by these individuals. This chapter goes beyond this

approach and looks specifically at the conspiracy theories these



people spread. The theories put forward by selected intellectuals are

analysed within the context of their political and public careers; this

will allow us to draw conclusions about the interplay of conspiracy

discourse and official political discourse.

Hofstadter, analysing conspiracy theorists in the USA, saw them as

adherents of the ‘paranoid style’ which had limited support in society

as a whole; this meant that conspiracy views played a marginal role.

Fenster, however (2008, p. 39), claimed that Hofstadter had been

frightened by the rise of populist demagoguery in the 1950s, which

he thought disrupted the usual border between the acceptable

rationale of mainstream politics and extreme populist

pronouncements. As a result, his reference to the ‘paranoid style’ was

a way of excluding conspiracy theorists from mainstream politics.

This exclusion and public criticism of individuals who promoted

conspiracy theories took place despite the high social and academic

status of those involved. For that reason, conspiratorial discourse in

America now takes the form of an apparently anti-intellectual

critique of political elites, and conspiracy theorists often present

themselves as representatives of ‘ordinary people’, as challengers of

the establishment. In contrast to the USA, conspiracy theorists in

post-Soviet Russia often occupy high social and academic positions,

which raises the profile of their ideas. Academic credentials and

proximity to power have become key facilitators of the anti-Western

conspiracy discourse.

The role of public intellectuals in disseminating anti-Western

conspiracy theories can be analysed through the application of

Michel Foucault’s concept of the relationship between power and

knowledge. In Foucault’s view, knowledge is an integral part of any

struggle for power, and hence the production of knowledge can

reinforce power claims (Mills, 2003, p. 69). Intellectuals perform an

important function in supporting a regime’s claim to power and

generating the concepts which structure society and its functions. A

regime’s stability is thus achieved, at least in part, by the production

by intellectuals of a discourse that helps define true and false

statements; Foucault described this as ‘the regime of truth’

(Foucault, 1980, pp. 131–2). Accordingly, conspiracy theories

become a type of knowledge produced by intellectuals to redistribute

power between different political actors (Fenster, p. 89). Conspiracy



discourses divide society into ‘Us’ and ‘Them’, thus reinforcing the

claim for power by the group which is supported by their

proponents.

It has been argued that Foucault’s theories, which are rooted in

analyses of Western European cultures, are not readily applicable to

a study of power relations in Russia because of the transitional

nature of Russian culture and its position on the threshold of East

and West (Plamper, 2002). Laura Engelstein (1993) has gone further

and argues that Foucault’s theories cannot be applied to Russia at all

because of its cultural and political backwardness in comparison to

Western Europe. Although this study acknowledges the problems in

applying Foucauldian methodology to this field, this branch of social

history is so rich and complex that a careful selection of its elements

can produce valid and insightful results (Koshar, 1993; Kotkin,

1995).

Hence, in accordance with Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge, I

argue that the main concepts of the supposed Western conspiracy

against post-Soviet Russia were introduced and disseminated by

intellectuals from the opposition movement, which helped them to

reinforce their own claims for power. However, by the 2010s many of

these intellectuals had become connected to the Kremlin and had

begun using their status and popularity to strengthen and support

the legitimacy of the political regime and its actions.

Gleb Pavlovskii: 
Conspiracy Theories as a Political
Technology
In his study of post-Soviet Russian elections, Andrew Wilson (2005)

devoted a chapter to the role of ‘political technologists’ in electoral

politics. In his words, they ‘apply whatever “technology” they can to

the construction of politics as a whole. The manipulation of the

media is central to their work, but by definition it extends beyond

this’ (p. 49). These political technologists have a particular interest in

electoral campaigns and actively participate in all aspects of the

political process. By the end of the 2000s, they had become an



integral part of the Russian political landscape. Gleb Pavlovskii, a

long-time adviser to the presidential administration and a pioneer of

political technologies in Russia, was for two decades among the most

influential intellectuals in Russian politics.

A political dissident during the Soviet period, Pavlovskii was arrested

in 1982 for publishing the samizdat journal Poiski and spent five

years in prison (Shargunov, 2011). Shortly after his release he opened

a news agency, which later evolved into the first independent

publishing house, Kommersant; and at the beginning of the 1990s he

became involved in political consulting following the opening of the

Foundation of Effective Politics (Morev, 2013). From the early 1990s,

for almost two decades this foundation operated as a think tank

developing the Kremlin’s policies under Pavlovskii’s guidance. His

skill at political manoeuvring can be seen in his initial successes: the

electoral campaign of the anti-Yeltsin nationalist party, Kongress

russkikh obshchin (The Congress of Russian Communities) in 1995

where he served as a political strategist; and then the way in which

he turned around Yeltsin’s own campaign in 1996 to win a second

term in office. At the start of this campaign, Yeltsin dramatically

lagged behind all other major Presidential candidates and had only a

6 per cent public approval rating; but he went on to win the election

with 53.8 per cent of the vote. Pavlovskii has acknowledged that this

was the start of his cooperation with the presidential administration,

and that this allowed him to increase his intellectual influence on the

Kremlin (Shevchenko and Pavlovskii, 2012). In 2004, he was one of

the advisers sent to Ukraine during the presidential elections to give

support to the pro-Russian candidate Viktor Yanukovich.

Yanukovich’s failure at the polls triggered a massive campaign within

Russia to ensure the smooth transfer of power from Putin to his

successor in 2008. Pavlovskii, as a self-proclaimed expert on

‘counter-revolutions’, became one of the key intellectuals to shape

the conceptual framework of Putin’s political regime (Horvath, 2011,

pp. 14–15).

Pavlovskii’s views have been formed in the 1970s under the influence

of Mikhail Gefter, a revisionist Soviet historian and philosopher who

studied the history of the Bolshevik revolution, Russian intellectual

thought and Stalinism. Gefter was ousted from the Institute of

History at the Soviet Academy of Sciences in the 1970s after his more



conservative colleagues criticized his works for being ‘ideologically

detrimental’ to the regime (Kurnosov, 2006). He continued to work

independently and became involved in the journal Poiski, where he

met Pavlovskii. The latter has acknowledged that Gefter had a crucial

influence on his personal development as a political technologist:

‘Gefter picked me up and invented me (Gefter menia podobral i

pridumal). I spent a lifetime in conversation with him. . . . All my

“politics” is from Gefter’ (Morozov, 2012).

Among the topics which Gefter’s work addressed were the nature of

Russian totalitarianism and the possibility of reconciliation with the

Stalinist past. This was his major consideration in the 1980s and

became even more significant when Gorbachev’s reforms started the

process of democratization. In Gefter’s view, although Khrushchev

began a process of national reconciliation in the 1950s in relation to

the repressions of the Stalin era, the results were very limited. A lack

of clarity in Khrushchev’s discourse about the causes of the Great

Terror allowed for the later expression of nostalgia for the supposed

stability of the Stalin era and for the ‘glorious past’ when a strong

leader ruled the country (Gefter, 2013). In Gefter’s view, although

there had been opportunities to debate these complicated feelings

about the past during perestroika, no national consensus on the

origins of the Stalinist repression had emerged.

Gefter thought that the Stalinist tradition of hunting out internal and

external enemies could be reintroduced and used for political

purposes. In his dialogue with Pavlovskii at the end of the 1980s, he

stated that Stalin had only ‘died yesterday’ (Gefter, 1991), by which

he meant that Soviet society had still not grasped the origins of the

repressions and held some disconcertingly positive views about the

totalitarian past. Gefter argued that late Soviet and post-Soviet

political elites used certain aspects of Stalinist ideology in their

political discourse, thereby reinforcing a positive attitude towards

the totalitarian past and applying this to the current political

situation. In Gefter’s view, Yeltsin’s desire to hold on to power

resulted in him using totalitarian rhetoric against his political

enemies (Pavlovskii, 2014, pp. 132–7, 218–23).

Yeltsin’s signing of the Belovezha accords in December 1991 signified

the collapse of the Soviet Union, which, in his own words, were a



turning point in Pavlovskii’s life (Pavlovskii and Filippov, 2013, p.

94). The political and intellectual crisis of the 1990s, which was

accompanied by a crisis in national self-identification, led Pavlovskii

to conclude that the state could be saved by the implementation of

‘the intellectual mechanism which would help generate Russian

power (vlast’)’ (Chudodeev, 2012). It is very likely that Pavlovskii was

inspired by Gefter’s ideas in his deployment of various narratives

about the past in the Kremlin’s political campaigns. He admitted that

he knew more about the history of Stalin’s totalitarian regime than

any other period of Russian or Soviet history, which helped him

employ narratives from the Stalin era in political campaigns of the

1990s and, most importantly, to strengthen Putin’s regime after

2000 (Pavlovskii and Filippov, 2013, p. 106).

The ideological underpinnings of Putin’s regime – which Pavlovskii

played an important role in developing – were the representation of

the Soviet collapse as the most tragic event in twentieth century

history and the creation of a strong state which was supported by

most Russian people. These two narratives framed many of

Pavlovskii’s arguments and, as we see later, were utilized by the

political leadership to spread conspiracy fears. In Pavlovskii’s view

the Belovezha accords destroyed both the state and the nation while

the Soviet Union’s successor, the Russian Federation, was,

throughout the 1990s, an artificial ‘state formation’

(gosudarstvennoe obrazovanie). In his essay A Blind Spot (Slepoe

piatno) (Pavlovskii, 1995), Pavlovskii criticized Russian society for

having a lack of national sentiment about the collapsed Soviet state,

and described post-Soviet Russia as ‘the Soviet Union dripping with

blood’. In his view, the emergence of a new Russian nation would

take place only when the state acquired power (vlast’) and the nation

recognized its past glory.

Following Putin’s victory in the presidential elections of 2000,

Pavlovskii contended that he was ‘introducing a state’ in Russia

(Putin vvodit v Rossii gosudarstvo) after years of chaos, and uniting

most of the Russian people (Pavlovskii, 2000). His use of the verb

‘introduce’ in relation to the state requires particular consideration.

A law or a policy can be introduced; but ‘introducing a state’ has to

be interpreted as a metaphor which aims to personalize political

power. Similar metaphors were used in the past in relation to



prominent political leaders such as Peter the Great. Hence it can be

argued that Pavlovskii and other pro-Kremlin intellectuals were

attempting to equate Putin to remarkable historical figures of the

past to boost the popularity of the new president.

The stability of the regime from 2000 onwards was partly based on

mass public support; around 70 per cent of the population supported

Putin throughout the 2000s. This was a phenomenon that Pavlovskii

described as ‘Putin’s majority’ (Regnum, 2003). In their effort to

bolster the image of Putin as a national leader, Pavlovskii and other

public intellectuals used populist discourse to bring together highly

diverse groups and ensure social cohesion. As Panizza noted (2005,

pp. 12–13, 21), a populist leader emerges – an ordinary person to

whom extraordinary abilities are attributed – when a nation suffers a

collapse of political and social institutions, or when trust in existing

political elites is destroyed because of widespread corruption. Putin’s

emergence as president in 2000 took place in just such a context,

when Yeltsin’s popularity was at its lowest level and people despaired

of the future (Doktorov et al., 2002). As Pavlovskii stated in 2000:

This is a breakthrough of the masses who were not represented

on the political scene after 1991–1993. And Putin is their leader.

. . . Those who elected Putin perceive him to be a leader of the

opposition, which has taken power in Russia. For Putin’s

majority, Putin is a leader of the party in opposition to the old

regime. (Tregubova, 2000)

This populist juxtaposition of the new Russian president and the

political elites of Yeltsin’s Russia helped to discursively unite

different social groups into ‘the people’, Putin supporters. Moreover,

the notion that Putin had led the opposition to victory helped create

the impression that his election had launched a new era of history,

leaving Yeltsin’s rule behind. The drama of the Soviet collapse, and

exploitation of people’s fears about the possibility of economic failure

and of further territorial disintegration of the country formed the

predominant discourse of this period, which was generated by the

Kremlin and was aimed at building support for Putin’s regime. Later,

in the 2010s, Pavlovskii admitted that Putin’s majority had indeed

become a ‘truncheon [to be used] against our political rivals’

(Pavlovskii, 2012, p. 74). The Kremlin started to use this ‘truncheon’



in the 2000s to legitimize governmental policies and delegitimize its

opponents. The division of society into Putin’s majority and its

enemies became a dominant political tactic.

Another trope in Pavlovskii’s narrative was the comparison of the

new Russian president with Stalin. Pavlovskii’s interpretation of

Stalinism, which he probably derived from conversations with

Gefter, was used in the struggle against the oligarchs at the

beginning of Putin’s term in 2000. Two fugitive oligarchs, Boris

Berezovskii and Vladimir Gusinskii, who were now perceived as

Putin’s opponents, were likened to Lev Kamenev and Grigorii

Zinov’ev, leaders of the Bolshevik party who were executed during

the Great Purge in the 1930s on charges of conspiracy against the

state. As Pavlovskii described it, Putin’s enemies acted against the

will of the people and thus were not only Putin’s enemies but were

also hostile to society at large (Tregubova, 2000).

In the period between the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004 and

the presidential elections in Russia in 2008, Pavlovskii frequently

used anti-Western conspiracy allegations in his commentaries and

interviews, but, like many Russian politicians at that time, he did so

with supreme caution. After returning from Ukraine in 2004, he

portrayed the defeat of Yanukovich as the first stage in a Western

plan ‘to turn Ukraine into a huge testing area for anti-Russian

technologies’ (Tsenzor.net, 2004). He alleged that the West was not

interested in Ukraine per se, but that the real goal of the Orange

Revolution was to set off revolution in Russia. His words resonated

with the Kremlin elites, who feared that a transfer of power from

Putin to a successor in 2008 might not go smoothly, and that Russia

could repeat the example of its neighbour.

International criticism of Russia’s foreign policy towards Ukraine

and Georgia after the regime changes in those countries was

attributed by Pavlovskii to the West’s ‘russophobia’ and its

determination to use Russia as a scapegoat in the event of a world

economic crisis (Dymarskii and Pavlovskii, 2006). He repeated this

paranoid interpretation of relations with the West on the eve of the

parliamentary elections in Russia in 2007 depicting Russia, in a

series of media interviews, as a country besieged by ‘enemies’ who

http://tsenzor.net/


despised Putin and were ready to take active measures against him

(see, for example, Al’bats and Pavlovskii, 2007).

To provide ideological underpinning for Kremlin-initiated policies

and spread anti-Western conspiracy theories, Pavlovskii created a

loose framework of independent foundations, where academics,

journalists and even graduates of the faculties of humanities

produced ideas which would later be used for political purposes.

Historian Alexei Miller noted (2009) that the authors of alternative

discourses on Russian history included people employed by

independent foundations connected with Pavlovskii and the

presidential administration. Some of them were graduates of the

Faculty of Philosophy at Moscow State University, and of other

universities which produced students educated in the humanities

(Ivangogh, 2011). Their accounts of Russian history, widely

published in the 2000s with the support of Pavlovskii at Evropa

Publishing house, put particular stress on external and internal

enemies who strove to destroy the memory of the Great Patriotic

War. The network of intellectuals set up by Pavlovskii and his aides

in the 2000s was instrumental in the construction of an official

political discourse that helped the Kremlin strengthen its influence

over the country. By the end of the 2000s the authorities had almost

total control over television, which remained the main source of

information for most citizens. This enabled them to promote their

desired agenda (Levada-tsentr, 2013c), often relying on conspiracy

mythmaking to achieve both social polarization and social cohesion.

Pavlovskii himself was the host of a weekly news show The Real

Politics (Real’naia politika) on NTV, where he presented a Kremlin-

centred narrative of global events which made conspiratorial

allusions to both the West and the Russian opposition.

The political ideology elaborated by Pavlovskii and his team to

reinforce the power of the Kremlin is a prime example of the impact

public intellectuals can have on political development. Pavlovskii’s

knowledge of Soviet history, which he acquired during his

collaboration with Gefter, was turned into a tool for wielding power.

In turn, anti-Western conspiracy theories, which exploited unsettled

issues in the recent past, were successfully used to delegitimize

political rivals and divide society into ‘the people’ and the conspiring

‘Other’. These views were successfully spread by many media



personalities and public intellectuals, some of whom will be

discussed next.

Aleksandr Dugin: 
The Eternal War of the Continents
No discussion of anti-Western conspiracy theories would be

complete without an analysis of the works of Aleksandr Dugin, who

made a crucial contribution to the debate about the relationship

between Russia and the West in the post-Soviet period. Dugin is one

of the few post-Soviet Russian public intellectuals whose work has

figured prominently in Western scholarship, and whose

philosophical concepts and political activity have received attention

on the part of scholars working both on right-wing ideologies and

Russian intellectual history (Shenfield, 2001, pp. 190–220; Bassin

and Aksenov, 1999; Laruelle, 2008; Shnirel’man, 2016; Clover,

2016). Following the crisis in Ukraine, Dugin’s ideas, to a large

extent, came to define the strategy of the Kremlin, and some authors

went so far as to dub him ‘Putin’s brain’ (Barbashin and Thoburn,

2014). Foreign Affairs named Dugin the ‘global thinker – 2014’ for

masterminding the separation of Crimea and the Donbass regions

from Ukraine (Foreign Affairs, 2014). On the other hand, Dugin

received the praises of American conspiracy theorists, such as Alex

Jones (see Geopolitika, 2017). It is difficult to assess the full extent of

the impact Dugin has had on Russian politics and the people who

make them (acting politicians rarely admit to contacts with public

intellectuals, but Dugin’s books are quite popular and could have had

an indirect impact on the development of views). Yet, it would be

safe to argue that he has certainly played a large role in making anti-

Western conspiracy popular in Russia.

In the late Soviet era, Dugin was involved with a group of dissidents,

known as the Iuzhinskii circle, whose members were interested in

mysticism and the occult. During perestroika, Dugin joined the far

right nationalist organization Pamiat’, which was known for its crude

anti-Semitic propaganda. However, he soon left the organization

following disagreements with its leader, Dmitrii Vasil’ev (Umland,

2010). As the era of perestroika drew to an end, he travelled to



Western Europe to take part n events organized by the groups

comprising the European New Right; this led to close collaboration

with the main figures in this movement (Shenfield, 2001, p. 194). It

is likely that these people introduced Dugin to the various conspiracy

theories popular among the European New Right and neo-fascist

writers at that time (Shekhovtsov, 2015; Clover, 2016). He combined

these with his existing body of ideas about esotericism and mysticism

which he developed in the Iuzhinskii circle: together, these provided

the basis for his conspiratorial notions. In 1991, Dugin joined the

editorial board of Aleksandr Prokhanov’s newspaper Den’ (The Day),

a flagship of the Russian nationalist movement, which gave him

access to a wider public. At around the same time he set up a

publishing house, Arctogeia, and a think tank, The Centre for

Special Meta-Strategic Studies, both of which he used as platforms

for the dissemination of his views (Umland, 2010, pp. 147, 149).

Dugin’s ability to link a wide range of topics relating to politics,

history, international relations and even popular culture with the

mysterious world of secret societies resulted in him becoming a

prominent figure on radio, television and in popular magazines

during the 1990s. At the same time, his book, Osnovy geopolitiki

(The Foundations of Geopolitics), published in 1997, established him

as a prominent scholar; this reputation was enhanced by the fact that

he also taught in the General Staff Academy (Umland, 2007, pp.

118–20; Clover, 2016, pp. 232–48) and was an adviser to the Speaker

of the Duma, Gennadii Seleznev. The Foundations described global

history as a permanent battle between two secret societies which

represented ‘The Land’ and ‘The Sea’. Dugin (2000) saw geopolitics

as a kind of universal science: after grasping the principles of

geopolitics, ordinary people would be able to independently analyse

the history of humankind, understand the causes of events in the

past and present, and hence uncover the true nature of things.

In a 1992 collection of essays with a telling title Conspirology

(Konspirologiia) Dugin acknowledged the global popularity of

conspiracy theories and presented his own reading of the

phenomenon. He argued that they were the product of

postmodernist culture, which treated reality as a single and complex

self-referential concept. Dugin explained global popularity and

relevance of conspiracy theories in terms of historical and social



prerequisites rooted in the human subconscious. A belief in

conspiracies was already part of the ancient human perception of the

world, he argued, and the survival of this belief into the present day

mentally connected modern people with their ancestors (2005, pp.

8–11).

While Dugin’s justification for the popularity of this phenomenon

might seem strange, it is actually not unusual for conspiracy

theorists. The fact that people have believed in conspiracies for

hundreds of years is in itself considered to be proof of the existence

of secret plots. In turn, conspiracy theorists are doubtful that

members of real secret societies are aware of the hidden workings of

the world, and for this reason they pay to them particular attention

(2005, p. 34). While such arguments convince Dugin that conspiracy

theorists should be taken seriously, he still distances himself from

them and calls himself a ‘psychiatrist’ who studies ‘weird pictures of

social delusions’ (Dugin, 2010). Yet he contradicts himself: his

collection of essays on conspiracy theories itself supports the idea of

an anti-Russian plot.

Dugin contends that Russia is the Christian country which will save

the world from the Apocalypse (Dugin, 2004, pp. 223, 229–32). He

also sees her as the ‘axis of the Eurasian civilization’ which

represents the powers of the Land, while the powers of the Sea are

represented by the USA. This geopolitical standoff, he argues (2000),

was one of the reasons for the collapse of the USSR; this was

primarily the result of socio-economic factors, but the activities of

internal enemies were a contributory factor. His acknowledgement

that socio-economic factors were the primary cause of the Soviet

Union’s collapse is an indication that he wishes to position his work

as an academic endeavour; it also shows his peculiar handling of

conspiracy theories. In Dugin’s view, the USA and the USSR

represented two different models of society. The USSR was a society

based on a tight cohesion of groups of people that was normally

ruled by a single, ‘spiritual leader’, while the USA promoted

individualistic aspirations and financial reward for its rulers (2005,

pp. 191–2, 209–10). This division provides the framework for

Dugin’s interpretation of the current state of world politics. Dugin’s

reference to geopolitics was inspired by Halford Mackinder’s theory

of geopolitics, which introduced the concepts of the Sea and Land



powers into world politics (Mackinder, 1904). However, as Bassin

and Aksenov note (2006, p. 109), Dugin’s interpretation of

Mackinder’s theory reflects a Cold War vision of world politics, in

which the USA and Russia are the two antagonistic world

superpowers.

Dugin reproduces the spirit of the Cold War in his description of how

the USA has attempted to build the New World Order to Russia’s

detriment. The USA, or sometimes, more broadly, the Anglo-Saxon

world (the USA and the UK), is presented as an undifferentiated

West. In turn, Western Europe is portrayed as Russia’s ally in

challenging US hegemony. This juxtaposition of Russia and the USA

is one of the ideas which Dugin contributed to Eurasianism, a

philosophy which emerged in the 1920s (Viderker, 2010).

Eurasianism contrasted the Romano-Germanic world with the

mixture of Slavic and Turkic cultures which were embodied in Russia

(Laruelle, 2007). Dugin combined this understanding of geopolitics

with Cold War thinking and with the body of anti-American

literature popular among the European far right.

Among Dugin’s most significant contributions to Russian anti-

Western conspiracy discourse is his appropriation of ideas from both

European and, paradoxically, American conspiracy theorists. His

engagement with Western conspiratorial discourse began in the late

1980s, following his first meetings with European right-wing

politicians. As Umland (2007, pp. 106–8) has demonstrated, the

journal Elementy: Evraziiskoe obozrenie (Elements: Eurasian

Review) was heavily influenced by Alain de Benoist, a French New

Right intellectual. In its second issue, several articles were devoted to

his description of the New World Order and its threat to Russia’s

security. These articles provided a detailed account of the ways in

which internal and external conspirators had tailored the world in

accordance with US ambitions. The editorial article in this issue

briefly outlined the main aspects of the New World Order – world

government led by the Trilateral Commission, market liberalism, the

merging of different ethnic groups – which threatened to destroy the

cultural uniqueness of nations (Dugin, 1992).

It is worth noting that narratives about the New World Order, which

had allegedly started in the USA in the 1970s, reappeared in the USA



as well as Russia at the beginning of the 1990s. This theory claimed

that there was a single overarching organization that aimed to seize

global power. As Michael Barkun notes (2003, pp. 62–4), the New

World Order conspiracy emerged in the USA in the 1990s as a

replacement for the image of the conspiring Other that had earlier

been personified by the Soviet Union. The Soviet collapse in 1991 had

left a vacuum in conspiratorial theorizing, which was filled by a new

overarching concept of a single world government.

Dugin’s adoption of the New World Order theory, while it was

simultaneously being embraced by his Western European and

American counterparts, demonstrates his close engagement with

foreign counter-cultural life. As Barkun noted (p. 64), the New World

Order concept included every facet of the domestic and international

agenda; it was this all-encompassing nature that made it virtually

unfalsifiable. Dugin used this to the full. He merged his occult

knowledge, his understanding of Eurasianist concepts and his work

on geopolitics into an overarching theory of a Manichean divide

between Russia and the USA. Dugin’s Foundations, which became

popular among Russian political and academic elites in the 1990s,

facilitated the development of a conspiratorial perception of global

politics at the highest political level.

John Dunlop (2004, p. 49) and Charles Clover (2016, pp. 254, 260)

suggest that Pavlovskii helped Dugin gain access to the Presidential

Administration in the 1990s and the 2000s. In 2001, Dugin

established a political movement, Eurasia, whose executive board

included several high-ranking politicians, academics and journalists

(Umland, 2009, pp. 133–5). In 2008 Dugin was appointed head of

the Centre for Conservative Studies in the Faculty of Sociology at

Moscow State University (Umland, 2011), despite not having the

necessary academic qualifications. This appointment was the summit

of his pseudo-academic career, reflecting the prominence of his ideas

among the Russian political and intellectual elites. In 2014, he was

removed from this position, however, and allegedly lost the support

of the Presidential Administration, because of his critical comments

on Putin’s actions in Ukraine (Filipenok, 2014). All the same, in 2016

he was instrumental in solving the crisis between the Russian and

Turkish governments (Meyer and Ant, 2017).



Dugin’s conspiratorial ideas had an immense influence on Russian

anti-Western discourse and were very much in evidence in popular

television talk shows and programmes. At the beginning of the

2000s Mikhail Leont’ev, a prominent pro-Kremlin journalist and,

from 2014, vice-president of Russia’s biggest oil company Rosneft

and a member of Dugin’s Eurasia movement, helped Dugin gain

access to television shows which were broadcast on the main state-

aligned channels (Clover, 2016, p. 271). He replaced liberal-minded

journalists and speakers who were gradually being squeezed out by

the Kremlin. For Leont’ev, whose programmes were often called ‘five

minutes of hate’ (Pomerantsev, 2013), Dugin was a great choice. In

2007 Leont’ev broadcast a television series entitled Bol’shaia igra

(The Great Game) on Channel One (Bol’shaia igra, 2007). Broadcast

two months before the parliamentary elections, its eight episodes

presented a conspiratorial outline of the struggle between Russia and

the West, as represented by Britain and the USA, for world

dominance, in terms which echoed Dugin’s philosophy. This notion

of a standoff between Russia and the West was openly linked to

Dugin’s theory of geopolitics and, at the same time, articulated one of

the main narratives of the parliamentary campaign in 2007:

resistance to an attack by the West against Russian statehood.

All the same, Dugin is very receptive to changes in the political

sphere and successfully engages with mainstream political discourse.

This is especially evident at times of tension between Russia and the

USA. During the Russo-Georgian war in 2008, Dugin was among the

first public intellectuals to claim that Ossetians had become victims

of ‘the Georgian genocide’ in which allegedly the USA was involved

(Ganapol’skii and Dugin, 2008). In fact, accusations of genocide

were first made by the Ossetian political elite (Marzoeva, 2008). A

few days later, they were reiterated by then President Medvedev, who

hinted at the West’s possible interest in the conflict (Simonyan and

Medvedev, 2008). Dugin’s involvement could be seen as an attempt

to give a high media profile to an extremely controversial allegation,

which the Kremlin was ready to use in its official discourse because it

legitimized its invasion of Georgia.

Dugin’s Foundations was seen as a highly influential academic work,

but in fact it sought to erect a scientific-sounding framework for an

anti-Western outlook that could explain the collapse of the Soviet



Union in 1991. Paradoxically, it achieved this goal largely by adopting

US and Western European conspiracy theories. Adapting Western

conspiracy theories to the Russian context helped Dugin weave

together diverse narratives about the threat to Russia from the West

and turn them into mainstream political thought.

Nataliia Narochnitskaia: 
Orthodox Russia vs. the Spiritless West
Dugin’s rise as a prominent intellectual with reputedly academic

credentials, but whose public career was mainly based on conspiracy

mythmaking, was not unique. Nataliia Narochnitskaia occupies a

significant place among the pro-Kremlin public intellectuals

specializing in a particular interpretation of history for the purpose

of nation-building. She often takes part in television discussions on

various aspects of Russian history and publishes books and articles

concerning the bravery of Russians which, she holds, has saved the

world from global catastrophe. Her work deals with both the tragic

and glorious moments in Russian history, and emphasizes the

disparity between Russia’s heroic past and bleak present (Krotkov,

2007).

Narochnitskaia constantly reminds her readers and viewers about

her academic status and her previous successful careers as a

diplomat in the 1980s and a Duma deputy in the 2000s. These

credentials serve to enhance her public profile and her status as an

expert in global politics. Her father was a prominent scholar of

diplomatic history in the Soviet era, and she sees him as the source of

her academic and political views. Narochnitskaia claims that her

father had uncovered possible strategies which the West then took

over and used against Russia, and that this knowledge has helped her

decipher global politics and, accordingly, protect Russia from the

West (Narochnitskaia.ru, 2007b). She uses her own successful career

to add weight to her pronouncements. In 2004, she established Fond

istoricheskoi perspektivy (The Historical Perspective Foundation),

whose official aim is to carry out research projects on Russian history

which can be used to promote patriotism. By the end of the 2000s

she had acquired the status of expert in Russian history and from

http://narochnitskaia.ru/


2009–12 was a member of the notorious Presidential Commission to

Counter Attempts to Falsify History to the Detriment of Russia’s

Interests (Sherlock, 2011).

Narochnitskaia’s argument is that Russia’s past territorial and

geopolitical achievements cannot be dismissed today since they form

the basis of the country’s greatness. These achievements were not

realized by state rulers, but by ordinary Russians who sacrificed their

lives in defence of their country. In Narochnitskaia’s view, the

Russian nation differs from other countries because of its spiritual

life, interethnic tolerance and social justice (Chernov, 2013). Her

eulogy to Russian culture is interlaced with comparisons with foreign

countries, primarily Europe and the USA, which invariably lag

behind Russia in political and spiritual achievements. This, she

argues, is why the West is determined to undermine Russia.

In Narochnitskaia’s view a nation state is a gift from God to its

people, in order to aid their moral and patriotic development

(Chernov, 2013). By contrast, supra-national institutions like the EU

and the UN are created by the Freemasonry and seek to achieve

global domination by erasing the borders between nations

(Narochnitskaia, 2003, p. 252). This is another cross reference to the

American conspiracy culture. According to Narochnitskaia, Russians

have high moral standards and a sincere tolerance towards people of

different cultures and races (Popova, 2007). By contrast,

cosmopolitan societies – which, she argues, are under the control of

foreign elites – introduce artificial concepts such as political

correctness, which do not require citizens to love their own country

(Chernov, 2013). The Western type of patriotism, Narochnitskaia

argues, is based on the idea that the Motherland is ‘where taxes are

low’ (Politcom.ru, 2007).

Another crucial difference between Russia and the West, according

to Narochnitskaia, is the role played by religion. She argues that

religion defines national culture, and that Orthodox Christianity

forms the basis of Russian identity. It has helped the Russian nation

avoid the obsessive pursuit of wealth, which is so central to Western

culture, and it has peacefully integrated a range of ethnic and

religious groups within one state. However, Narochnitskaia is not

completely consistent. On the one hand, she contends that

http://politcom.ru/


Christianity unites Russia with Europe because the value of human

life originates from the word of Jesus (Pozner and Narochnitskaia,

2007); this could form the basis for the pursuit of common goals and

mutually beneficial policies. However, she also claims that all the

major denominations of West European Christianity hate Russia and

desire its destruction. Narochnitskaia sees the Vatican as Russia’s

permanent adversary since it has always wanted to colonize Russian

territory. There is, she argues, a ‘fifth column of liberals’ linked to the

Vatican, who criticize the Russian Church in an attempt to

undermine what she sees as the foundation of the Russian nation

(2002). Hence, she links this to the anti-Catholic fears of subversion

and of Polish conspiracy which were widely prevalent among

Russian conservative thinkers in the aftermath of the Polish uprising

of 1863.

Narochnitskaia is equally hostile to Protestantism. She contends that

Anglo-Saxon Calvinism has traditionally been indifferent to other

nations, regarding them solely as a source of profit. She also alleges

that Calvinists were involved in South Africa’s apartheid, British

colonialism and the oppression of native Americans in the USA, each

of which was rooted in the religious principles of Protestantism

(2003, pp. 67–70). She sees US domination of global politics as a

hallmark of Calvinist philosophy; this eventually evolved into

messianic neo-liberalism, which aimed at restructuring the world

into a single atheistic country (2003, pp. 80–3).

Narochnitskaia’s philosophy, like Dugin’s, includes elements of anti-

globalist conspiracy theory, with the building of the New World

Order the ultimate goal of the conspirators. Influenced, perhaps, by

her father’s work, Narochnitskaia adapts Soviet anti-Western

propaganda to current conspiracy thinking. For example, she divides

the world into ordinary people and the small but powerful group of

Western countries that calls itself the ‘world community’ (mirovoe

soobshchestvo), whose elites, whom she calls the ‘world elite’

(mirovaia elita), are supposedly bent on controlling the world

(Narochnitskaia, 2001).

This discursive division is used to stress two important ideas which

are central to her work. Firstly, it accentuates the ultimate threat of

US domination over Russia, and the possible consequences if Russia



falls under the influence of the West. Secondly, loyalty to the USA

and the Westernized ‘world elite’ helps Narochnitskaia identify an

internal group of conspirators within Russia.

In her speeches Narochnitskaia has described pro-Western liberals

as a group of internal conspirators who have nothing in common

with the Russian nation and who are doing untold harm to Russia’s

memory of its great past (Narochnitskaia.ru, 2007a). She compares

the intellectual and political elites of the present day with those of

the past and praises Soviet intellectuals and Russian immigrants who

fled from Russia after the revolution in 1917 but remained patriots

(Narochnitskaia.ru, 2008). In this way, she promotes a national

cohesion of different social and political groups, despite the

differences in their political views. Even the nineteenth-century

debate between Westernizers and Slavophiles is presented as a

dispute between two equally patriotic groups of intellectuals who

emphasized Russia’s unique position in the world

(Narochnitskaia.ru, 2007c). In contrast to the political and

intellectual elites of the past, current pro-Western liberal elites are

described as people who neither love their own country, nor

comprehend the intellectual legacy of European intellectual thought.

As Narochnitskaia puts it, they hate the Russian people and

Orthodoxy, and the only thing that they hold sacred is the bank

accounts they have in the West (Narochnitskaia.ru, 2007d). This

derogatory description is usually applied to people who oppose the

Kremlin and is used to delegitimize any statements critical of Putin’s

policies.

Narochnitskaia claims that the fact that the liberal opposition in

Russia is Western-oriented is used by conspirators from the West to

undermine Russia’s greatness from within. Referring to the collapse

of the Soviet Union, Narochnitskaia claims that under the influence

of external forces, ‘liberals threw away and trampled upon three

hundred years of Russian history’ (Narochnitskaia.ru, 2007b). She

sees critical remarks about the Soviet past, and in particular attempts

on the part of some Russian (and Western) historians to downplay

Russia’s role in the Second World War, as an act of conspiracy that

seeks to delegitimize the Soviet Union’s post-1945 territorial

possessions. She fears that this could lead to Russia’s expulsion from

international organizations and the loss of its post-war territorial

http://narochnitskaia.ru/
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possessions on the Baltic Sea, Black Sea and Pacific Ocean; this, in

turn, would diminish Russia’s status as a great global power

(Narochnitskaia.ru, 2009).

It can be argued that Narochnitskaia’s ideas have had a significant

influence on the politics of nation-building in Russia. It is not

possible to trace any direct connection between them and the

Kremlin’s official nation-building policies, but her access to the

presidential administration and the fact that she has held leading

positions in major Kremlin-sponsored think tanks puts her in a very

strong position. For instance, Narochnitskaia’s approach to Russian

history stresses that all periods and events have been important for

the nation: ‘We should not omit a single page from the history of the

Fatherland, even those which we do not want to repeat’ (Krotkov,

2007). When Putin suggested that a single history textbook be

adopted by all schools in 2013, he argued, in similar vein, that it

should show respect for all ‘the pages of Russian history’ (Putin,

2013).

Narochnitskaia’s views crucially influenced the First World War

commemoration held at the end of the 2000s. In her speeches and

interviews, she praised the heroism of the Russian soldiers who had

saved Europe, complaining that their deeds had been either

forgotten or obscured both by Bolshevik propaganda and the West.

She argued that Russian action in the First World War must be

returned to its place in the pantheon of heroic deeds: this would link

contemporary Russia with the glory of Imperial times. She insisted

that subversive forces within the country and abroad were intent on

destroying people’s understanding of the war as this would

undermine Russia by depriving Russians of their patriotism and

their trust in the Fatherland (Pleshakova and Narochnitskaia, 2009).

As Vera Tolz has noted (2014), Narochnitskaia has been at the centre

of commemorative events devoted to the First World War since

2009, and has attracted much attention on the part of leading

politicians. In 2013, at a meeting of the Russian Military-Historical

Society, Putin agreed to the creation of a monument commemorating

the First World War. This led to a fully-fledged state-sponsored

campaign to commemorate Russia’s role in the war. The main

narratives articulated by its participants were based on concepts



outlined by Narochnitskaia in the preceding years (Radio Ekho

Moskvy, 2013).

Narochnitskaia’s access to the media and her academic status have

allowed her to play the role of prominent spokesperson for Russian

patriotic groups and to defend Russian political interests in debates

with the opposition. Her case demonstrates how anti-Western

conspiracy theories become an instrument of national reconciliation

because they shift the blame for the breakdown of the Soviet Union

from Russians themselves onto conspiring foreign enemies. This is a

trick that is widely used by the Kremlin, as we shall see later.

Maksim Shevchenko: 
The Battle Against Western Neo-Liberalism
Since the mid 2000s, Maksim Shevchenko has been one of the most

outspoken figures in the anti-Western conspiracy discourse.

Shevchenko began his media career as a journalist with

Nezavisimaia gazeta, covering issues relating to religion. He also

published articles about the military conflict in the North Caucasus

in the 1990s and the conflict in Afghanistan at the beginning of the

2000s. From 2006, he hosted a television talk show, Judge for

Yourself (Sudite sami) on Channel One, which began his television

career and helped to establish his public profile as one of the main

commentators on interethnic and interreligious relations in Russia.

Twice, in 2008 and 2010, he was selected by then President

Medvedev to be a member of the Public Chamber, which was created

by the Kremlin in the mid 2000s to function as a forum for the

discussion of issues pertaining to Russia’s ‘civil society’.

Shevchenko’s participation was primarily focused on interethnic

relations, and as a result he became one of the principal

spokespersons for matters connected with the North Caucasus in the

Russian press. In 2012, he became editor-in-chief of the website

Kavkazskaia politika (The Politics of the Caucasus), an open forum

for the discussion of issues relating to the Caucasus. Shevchenko has

built a profile for himself as a leading expert in interethnic relations;

this allows him to promote his views on various television talk shows

and radio programmes.



Like Dugin and Narochnitskaia, Shevchenko describes Russia as a

great world power, which brought European methods of

administration and cultural development to new territories during

the Imperial and Soviet periods. Ethnic Russians served in this

process as a ‘frame for the nation’ (kostiak natsii) (Shevchenko,

2010). He sees the prerequisite for Russian greatness as a

combination of the three ethno-religious groups: Orthodox Russians,

the Turkic Muslims who inhabit large areas of Siberia, and the

various ethno-religious groups of the North Caucasus (Zatulin and

Shevchenko, 2012). Shevchenko insists that if any of these groups

were to disappear it would destroy Russian nationhood and Russians

would fall under the control of the West. Accordingly, he offers a

theoretical framework for the national cohesion of the Russian

Federation, which centres on the idea of territorial unity. He

considers that Russia’s superiority over the nation-states of Europe is

rooted in its composite quality, the inclusion of several ‘civilizations’

in one nation. This guarantees social justice and interethnic

tolerance. The Caucasus itself represents a model of interethnic

dialogue because it incorporates various religious and ethnic groups.

Shevchenko has a two-fold goal when he points to the Caucasus’s

unique role in the process of Russian nation-building. On the one

hand, he delegitimizes the arguments of isolationist Russian

nationalists, whose idea of separation from the Caucasus has gained

popularity since the mid 2000s (Markedonov, 2013). In his view,

calls for separation come from the same ‘fifth column’ within Russia

which devastated the great country in 1991. According to this logic,

Russian nationalists who advocate the separation of the Northern

Caucasus from the Russian Federation cannot be Russian patriots as

they support the aims of Russia’s enemies. On the other hand,

Shevchenko’s admiration for the uniqueness of the Caucasus boosts

his popularity among the elites of the North Caucasian region. When

addressing these elites, Shevchenko stresses their region’s great past

and the fact that most of the cultures in the North Caucasus are

descended from ancient civilizations (Shevchenko, 2013b).

As Shnirel’man (2006) notes, the idea of ancient ancestry played a

key role in shaping the nationalist discourse of the North Caucasian

republics as far back as the Soviet period and has been actively

developed by local intellectual elites since the Soviet collapse. By



supporting this approach, Shevchenko can reinforce the notion of

Russia’s greatness and claim that the great histories of individual

nations within Russia combine to strengthen Russian statehood.

Regarding the situation in the North Caucasus, Shevchenko utilizes

conspiratorial notions and emphasizes the West’s key role in inciting

interethnic conflicts. As he puts it: ‘All attempts to present the

Chechen conflict as a conflict between the Chechens and the

Russians, between Chechnia and Russia, originate from Russia’s

mortal enemies, who wish for [Russia’s] collapse and destruction. . .

This is my sincere conviction’ (Samsonova and Shevchenko, 2009).

The attempt to explain interethnic unrest in post-Soviet Russia in

terms of conspiracy is a recurring pattern in Shevchenko’s works.

Because of his reputation as an expert on interethnic issues,

Shevchenko is approached by the media every time an interethnic

conflict in Russia breaks out. This allows him to promote a

conspiratorial reading of the event to the public and to shape public

perception of the conflict’s causes. For instance, when, in July 2013,

social unrest in Pugachev was triggered by a domestic fight between

two men, one of whom was of Chechen origin, Shevchenko

represented the conflict as part of a broader campaign to destroy

Putin’s regime and bring down Russia. In his view, the event had

been planned and carried out conjointly by opposition politicians,

the media and sociologists who were allied to them; the sociologists

apparently confirmed to journalists the existence of strong public

support for the idea of separating the North Caucasus from Russia

just after the conflict flared up and thus provided a basis for the anti-

Caucasian rhetoric (Fel’gengauėr and Shevchenko, 2013).

Despite his use of conspiracy notions in his public speeches,

Shevchenko attempts to tailor his arguments to the real social and

political challenges that confront post-Soviet Russian society; this

means that he positions himself at the centre, rather than the

margins, of political discourse. His populist conspiratorial utterances

refer to anonymous groups and individuals allegedly responsible for

Russia’s social problems. In his description of the socio-economic

environment in the North Caucasus, Shevchenko refers to the

rampant corruption and violence of the law enforcement agencies

against residents of the region. Similarly, he traces the sources of

interethnic conflicts in other regions of Russia back to the criminal



character of political elites, whom he regularly accuses of corruption

(Shevchenko, 2013a).

Quite often, Shevchenko refuses to name the exact members of the

political elite whom he accuses of conspiracy, and changes his

opinion whenever he feels the situation requires this. He presents

himself as an opponent of the government by means of critical

remarks about its policies in the North Caucasian region. However,

he was a member of the Presidential Council for Interethnic

Relations, established in 2012 and hosted personally by Putin.

Moreover, Shevchenko played an active part in the coalition of pro-

Putin forces during the 2012 presidential elections and supported the

Moscow Mayor, Sergei Sobianin, during his electoral campaign in

2013 (Azar and Shevchenko, 2013), even though the mayor’s

campaign was framed by anti-migrant narratives, including

statements levelled against the North Caucasus (Arkhipov and

Kravchenko, 2013).

Shevchenko also regularly criticizes the Russian opposition and its

alleged supporters abroad. He has argued that in the 1990s the USA

established a semi-colonial regime in Russia (Pozner and

Shevchenko, 2009), and that the signing of the Belovezha Accords in

1991, that destroyed the USSR, provided the means to set up an

‘oligarchic tyranny’ supported by corrupt journalists and politicians

working closely with the West (Shevchenko, 2011a). Shevchenko

contrasts the comparative socio-economic stability of the Putin

regime with the oligarchic regime of the 1990s. In Shevchenko’s

view, Putin’s regime symbolizes a return to independent decision-

making in domestic and foreign policy, which makes it possible for

the greatness of the lost empire and its economic stability to be

restored (Shevchenko, 2011b).

Shevchenko depicts the West as a unified entity in which many

citizens embrace neoliberal views which he describes as ‘criminal in

nature’. It should be noted that his perception of the West has

changed since he emerged as a public intellectual in the mid 2000s.

Perhaps this relates to the changing focus of the Kremlin’s political

discourse in this period. In 2004, in response to interventionist US

policies in the Middle East, Shevchenko called for a union with

Europe against US domination (Buntman and Shevchenko, 2004).



However, by the end of the 2000s in his speeches he was portraying

the West as a single hostile entity. In support of Putin’s turn away

from the USA and Western Europe during his third presidential

term, Shevchenko published an article with the telling title We are

not Europe? And thank God! (My ne Evropa? I Slava Bogu!), in

which he drew a clear distinction between Russia and the West:

‘There is a growing feeling that most Western people belong to a

different humanoid race from us’ (Shevchenko, 2013c). Shevchenko

insisted that Russia had to defend herself from the corrupt spirit of

neoliberal thought, which was focused solely on consumption and

sexual promiscuity; in contrast, Russia’s adherence to traditional

values would save the world.

Like Narochnitskaia, then, Shevchenko combined demonization of

the USA with the negative image of a so-called ‘liberal opposition’

alien to the Russian nation. This opposition, funded by the USA, was

relentless in its attempt to create numerous nation-states on the

territory of Russia. US policies were allegedly carried out by disloyal

‘fifth columnists’ in Russia, who possessed dual citizenship and

lacked a sense of national identity (Shevchenko, 2012a). The

reference to dual citizenship serves as another marker of the

otherness of the opposition. Shevchenko’s attempt to divide the

world in this way was strengthened by reference to anti-Semitic

conspiracy theories which were popular in the Imperial and, even

more, in Soviet times, and which encouraged fear of a small but

powerful group of people within the state.

This use of anti-Jewish attitudes in his speeches and articles marks

Shevchenko out from other public intellectuals who are involved in

the dissemination of conspiracy discourse and loyal to the Kremlin.

As a self-proclaimed spokesperson for Muslims in Russia,

Shevchenko provides his audience with a particular interpretation of

the Middle East conflict which paints Israel as a ‘fascist state’

committing genocide against the Palestinians. In trying to promote

solidarity between Muslims in Russia and in the Middle East based

on a common hatred of Jews, Shevchenko utilizes the narratives

traditional to anti-Zionist conspiracy discourse which is popular in

the Middle East (Pipes, 1998; Gray, 2010). For example, he depicts

Israel as ‘a purely virtual state’ which was created by the USA with



the sole purpose of achieving global domination in the Middle East

(Shevchenko, 2012c).

However, Shevchenko’s anti-Israeli conspiracy mythmaking has a

peculiar rhetorical twist aimed at the Russian domestic audience. He

depicts the Russian-speaking community in Israel both as the most

vitriolic in its attitudes towards the Palestinians, and the most

mercantile. He contends that Jews left the Soviet Union when times

were hard, and went to Israel in search of the good life. Settling in

Israel, they criticized interethnic relations in Russia and made clear

their hatred of the country’s Muslims, thus challenging the

possibility of peace between nationalities in Russia (Shevchenko,

2012b). Shevchenko maintains that Russian Jews who oppose Putin

are responsible for triggering interethnic conflicts between radical

Islamists and Russian nationalists in the south of Russia. He also

asserts that the Israelis will soon cause the disintegration of Russia

and will build a new state on its territory to replace Israel in case the

latter collapses (Goncharova and Shevchenko, 2012).

Shevchenko’s use of anti-Jewish conspiracy theories is an important

development both in the nation’s discourse, and in its interethnic

relations. Drawing on the extensive corpus of anti-Israeli and anti-

Jewish writings, Shevchenko turns the Jews into the conspiring

‘Other’, determined to hinder the development of interethnic peace

in Russia and to instigate conflicts in the North Caucasus. The

connection between Israel and the USA allows Shevchenko to embed

anti-Jewish discourse within the body of anti-Western conspiracy

theories.

Shevchenko’s use of anti-Western and anti-Jewish narratives in a

discourse about national cohesion is an interesting case of how

conspiracy theories could be applied. By addressing his speeches to

ethnic and religious minorities who are suffering from the growth in

xenophobic attitudes on the part of the general Russian public,

Shevchenko incorporates various minorities into the category of ‘the

people’ who supposedly share a common ‘glorious past’ with the

ethnic Russian majority. The promotion of conspiracy theories thus

helps explain the growth in interethnic tension; they point to

supposedly treasonable actions on the part of the opposition, corrupt

authorities and external powers, while at the same time distancing



the Kremlin from the conflicts. Shevchenko’s charisma and rhetorical

skills, together with the support of the Kremlin, enable him to act as

an efficient agent of conspiracy mythmaking and a contributor to the

official political discourse.

Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated the significant role performed by

public intellectuals in spreading anti-Western conspiracy theories in

Russia. The intellectuals’ efforts to develop their own conspiracy

theories or borrow them from foreign sources has played an

important part in strengthening anti-Western attitudes in the

country. The fact that they focus so much on Russia’s geopolitical

domination as a superpower in the past demonstrates how strongly

they resent their country’s loss of international influence in the

1990s. The political elites’ inability to cope with the changing system

of international relations after the Soviet collapse has, paradoxically,

stimulated, rather than constrained, this ‘great power’ mentality (Lo,

2003, p. 74).

The popularity of anti-Western conspiracy theories explaining

Russia’s loss of superpower status and the uncontested domination

of the USA could be interpreted as a manifestation of the inequality

in relations between Russia and the USA after 1991. Public

intellectuals’ criticism of the West, as expressed through conspiracy

theories, helps to present a more positive image of Russia. Despite

socio-economic upheavals, public intellectuals have managed to

portray the country as a great multi-ethnic state, which resists the

West’s attempts to control the world and take over Russian

territories and resources.

What distinguishes Russian from US conspiracy mythmaking is the

engagement of public intellectuals in the politics of the ruling elites.

The anti-elitism of conspiracy theorists in the USA indicates that

they belong to ‘the people’ (Kay, 2011) and strengthens the populist

aspect of their rhetoric. It is likely that US conspiracy theorists aspire

to becoming part of the political elite and influencing the political

agenda, but this is not how they represent themselves. Furthermore,

in the USA, unlike in Russia, public consensus regarding the



boundaries and rules of permissible types of political rhetoric

significantly reduces the chances of conspiracy theorists gaining high

social and academic standing. Even if they do, they generally do not

remain in office for long.

Unlike their counterparts in the USA, some Russian authors of anti-

Western conspiracy theories are ranked among the most influential

public intellectuals; they publish books and have access to the

mainstream media, particularly those controlled by the state. The

articulation of even the most bizarre conspiratorial ideas does not

lead to exclusion from mainstream politics. Indeed, as early as the

late 1990s, the ruling elite of Russia understood that anti-Western

conspiracy discourse could lead to the achievement of social

cohesion. This has allowed top-ranking officials to put the work of

conspiracy theorists to use for both domestic and international

purposes.

Producers of knowledge – in this case, public intellectuals – have

made their own attempts to gain power by becoming part of the

political hierarchy. The Foucauldian concept of power/knowledge, as

applied to conspiracy discourse in Russia, highlights the dependence

of public intellectuals on the power institutions in the state. At the

same time, the political elites are dependent on producers of such

knowledge for their ability to provide intellectual support to the

political regime.

Pavlovskii’s attempts to use public intellectuals to create a political

discourse favourable to the Kremlin were successful; they took the

form of a range of Kremlin-connected think tanks and foundations

which praised Putin and criticized his opponents. The intellectuals

affiliated with these organizations spread anti-Western conspiracy

theories among ordinary Russians through the media, claiming to

reveal the ‘genuine’ causes of domestic and international events. The

Kremlin’s control of major information sources, particularly

television, has offered loyal intellectuals a unique opportunity to

articulate populist conspiratorial notions effectively. Accordingly,

public intellectuals have become important producers of

conspiratorial discourse, which has been aimed, to use Foucault’s

theory, at establishing a particular regime of truth.



Each of the intellectuals discussed in this chapter has contributed to

the promotion of a conspiratorial perception of the West by

publishing books, hosting talk shows, and supplying highly ranked

politicians with ideas which the intellectuals adopted from the West.

The public careers of Dugin, Narochnitskaia and Shevchenko reveal

that anti-Western conspiracy theories are among the most popular

instruments of social cohesion used by the political elites to maintain

control over the country. Opposition to the Kremlin is the usual

target of the otherwise different populist discourses articulated by

these intellectuals, each of which has the aim of constructing an

‘Other’ within the nation. None of the intellectuals openly

acknowledges his or her affiliation with the authorities and at times

even stresses that their activities are oppositional. Yet they all

support Putin’s role as the single political leader of the country. In

line with Pavlovskii’s political projects, the anti-Western conspiracy

theories expounded by public intellectuals have become a populist

tool; this serves to legitimize the authoritarian rule of the president

and delegitimize his opponents.

Notes
1. Given the fact that the phenomenon of the public intellectual

attracted significant scholarly attention, for the purposes of this

research I define a public intellectual as a renowned person whose

activities are primarily aimed at the production and dissemination

of knowledge among the public.



3 
In Search of the ‘Agents of Perestroika’
The attempted coup of 19–21 August 1991 was an important turning

point in Russian history. The crumbling economy, ethnic conflicts in

the republics and the chance to adopt a new Union treaty, which

could have turned the Soviet Union into a confederation, prompted

the conservative bloc in the Soviet government to set up the State

Committee of the State of Emergency (GKChP) and introduce a State

of Emergency on 19 August. However, this failed; the opposition to

Communist Party rule, led by the President of the Russian

Federation, Boris Yeltsin, defeated the coup, marking the victory of

democratic forces in the country. The Russian Federation authorities

decreed that these days would henceforth be commemorated as the

starting point of a new, democratic state.

In anti-Western conspiracy discourse, however, the events of August

1991 have been interpreted as a prime example of the West’s success

in challenging Russia’s greatness. Because of the breakdown of the

Soviet state which followed the attempted coup, the West succeeded

in imposing its rule on Russia. The remarkable failure of the GKChP

to suppress a relatively small opposition fed suspicions that the coup

had been staged and that treachery was at work in the highest ranks

of the Soviet ruling elite. In the 1990s, various factions among the

Russian conservatives disseminated these versions of the August

coup and accused Yeltsin of pursuing an anti-national policy.

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, several influential

members of Putin’s political elite put forward an interpretation of the

August 1991 coup which stressed the conspiratorial nature of the

events. The combined efforts of the state-aligned media, book

publishers and pro-Kremlin politicians resulted in a reinterpretation

of the events of that summer and their aftermath. By the mid 2010s,

Russians had come to perceive them as a tragic episode in the

country’s history and the result of a conflict within the political

leadership (Levada-tsentr, 2013a). Largely thanks to the

conspiratorial allegations surrounding it, the initial symbolism



concerning the coup’s failure – that it marked a victory of democracy

in Russia – was now rejected.

This chapter will discuss conspiratorial interpretations of Mikhail

Gorbachev’s perestroika and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,

and the deployment of these interpretations in the political struggles

of post-Soviet Russia. The August 1991 coup appears to be a

foundational moment in the history of the new Russian state, thus

triggering heated debates about its causes. In these debates, specific

interpretations of the coup are often linked to particular conceptions

of Russian identity. Throughout the post-Soviet era, interpreting the

Soviet collapse through the prism of conspiracy theory has played a

powerful role in redistributing power between the Kremlin and the

opposition. In the 1990s it served as an ideological platform on

which the forces of opposition against the Yeltsin regime were able to

unite, and the notion of an engineered collapse of the USSR was used

to delegitimize the president. After an unsuccessful attempt to

impeach Yeltsin in 1999, which was largely based on conspiratorial

interpretations of the Soviet collapse, Kremlin officials realized the

value of this idea for the purposes of nation-building and

delegitimizing political opponents. Thus, state-sponsored

conspiratorial discourse about the Soviet collapse, shared and

developed by numerous public intellectuals, facilitated the

promotion of a national unity based on the memory of both the

Soviet past and the dramatic experiences of the first post-Soviet

years. As a result, in the 2000s attitudes towards the Soviet collapse

were used by the ruling elites as a key marker distinguishing ‘the

truly Russian people’ from the conspiring, alienated minority.

Language of the Intelligence Services
A common feature of conspiracy theories relating to the collapse of

the Soviet Union is the notion of ‘agents of perestroika’ (agenty

perestroiki) who allegedly worked in close collaboration with

Western intelligence to corrupt Soviet institutions and ideology. This

idea is especially popular among authors with a background in Soviet

intelligence, who associate the break-up of the Soviet Union with

pro-Western ‘agents of influence’ (agenty vliianiia). The term

‘agents of influence’ is itself part of the lexicon of intelligence



services. Viacheslav Shironin, a KGB general and author of three

books about the conspiratorial causes of the Soviet collapse, sees the

destruction of the USSR as a top-priority goal which shaped

American politics for decades, and argues that perestroika was

planned from abroad to aggravate the Soviet Union’s economic

problems (Shironin, 2010). Another ex-KGB officer, Igor’ Panarin,

claims that in 1943 the United States and the United Kingdom

started the ‘First Information War’ against the Soviet Union. He

argues that the Committee of 300, the Trilateral Commission and the

Council on Foreign Relations waged this war by organizing

subversive campaigns against the USSR. He also holds that

‘subversive agents’ in the Soviet Union, controlled by the United

States, were actually discovered by the KGB, but were not

‘neutralized’ due to their connections with top-ranking Soviet

leaders; for example, General Secretary Nikita Khrushchev

supposedly supported them (Panarin, 2010, pp. 154, 176–81). It

should be noted that two of these organizations, the Trilateral

Commission and the Council on Foreign Relations, both of which are

important US non-governmental and non-partisan organizations,

and think tanks, also occupy an important position in conspiracy

theories in the United States and Europe (Marrs, 2000).

Shironin’s and Panarin’s works do have significant conceptual

differences. Shironin’s ideas are mainly concerned with subversive

US activities aimed at global domination. He portrays Russia as a key

adversary of the USA, with the latter attempting to undermine the

former through a highly-sophisticated combination of intelligence

operations. Shironin’s analysis is thus reminiscent of Soviet

propaganda and its main features can be traced back to the popular

culture of the Cold War period.

Panarin’s work, which was published thirteen years after Shironin’s,

is clearly influenced by foreign literature on conspiracy theories

available in Russia at that time, and could even be said to function as

a Russian guide to Western conspiracy theories. It is likely that his

concept of Western conspiracy was shaped by ideas about global

conspiracy which were popular in Western Europe and the USA, and

that he then reinterpreted them as exclusively anti-Russian. For

instance, he identified an American banker, David Rockefeller, as a

key mastermind behind the Soviet collapse. Rockefeller can be found



at the centre of numerous conspiracy theories in the USA that

involve the Trilateral Commission and Council on Foreign Relations

(Cooper, 1991; Keith, 1995). Panarin also depicted The Committee of

300, the Council on Foreign Relations and the Trilateral Commission

as the main centres of anti-Russian conspiracy in the West (Panarin,

2010, pp. 154–5). However, while these organizations do play major

roles in Western conspiratorial literature, they are concerned with

the creation of the New World Order, and do not specifically mention

Russia.

In texts about the Soviet collapse, subversive ‘agents’ of the West are

blamed for kindling nationalist movements in the Soviet republics

which destroyed the multinational Soviet state. Many authors,

including Panarin and Shironin, emphasize the role here of

Aleksandr Iakovlev, one of Gorbachev’s closest political advisers and

the mastermind of perestroika. According to the former head of the

KGB, Vladimir Kriuchkov, Iakovlev was an American spy recruited in

the 1950s during an internship at Columbia University (Kriuchkov,

2003, p. 324). Echoing this theory, Igor’ Froianov, a highly

controversial Russian historian who was, nonetheless, dean of the

History Faculty at St Petersburg State University, concluded (2009,

pp. 222–4) that Iakovlev acted in agreement with Gorbachev to

approve the military repressions in 1991 in Vilnius which triggered

the separation of the Baltic states from the Soviet Union, a key

milestone in the Soviet collapse (Suny, 1993, pp. 145–52).

The idea of ‘subversive agents’ intent on destroying the Soviet Union

is one of the most popular conspiratorial notions. The search for a

scapegoat in the form of a ‘foreign agent’ draws on a large body of

publications and stories concerning treason against Russia. This

concern about ‘foreign agents’ can be traced back to fear of German

subversion before and during the First World War, the show trials

accompanying the Great Purge in the 1930s, and a veritable spy

mania on the part of the elites in the Soviet era. The concept of a

‘subversive agency’ can be a convenient and powerful tool. Authors of

conspiracy theories merge real historical facts with imagined stories

of treason, thus bringing into doubt former and current politicians’

loyalty to the state and, by doing so, undermining their reputations.



‘Westernized’ Intelligentsia Against
Motherland
While Panarin and Kriuchkov are concerned with ‘agents of

influence’, Sergei Kurginian, political consultant and former theatre

director, has focused on the social factors relating to the Soviet

collapse. Yet, it is rumoured that Kurginian was a political consultant

to the leaders of GKChP, trying to arrange lucrative business under

the government’s protection and later, in the 2010s, advised the

controversial Moscow mayor Iurii Luzhkov, known for the

corruption of the Moscow property market (Minkin, 2012;

Belkovskii, 2016).

Kurginian blames the liberal intelligentsia and pro-Western political

elites for selling the interests of the country in 1991 and ruining its

historical mission. He uses the term anti-elite to describe what he

sees as a union of the pro-Western political elites with the Russian

liberal intelligentsia, who, together, corrupted Soviet politics during

perestroika and ‘robbed’ the Soviet Union of its greatness

(Chernykh, 2011). This anti-elite consisted of top-ranking figures in

the Communist Party and the KGB. They initiated the August coup to

cover up their destructive policies. Kurginian explains the dramatic

decline in Russians’ standard of living as the result of pro-Western

intellectuals making alliances with ‘shadowy business’, whose

representatives eventually destabilized the Communist Party and

became oligarchs, while the intelligentsia had to survive as best it

could (Legostaev, 2002). The American ‘plan’ for Soviet destruction

included producing a corpus of anti-Soviet historical research which

corrupted Soviet ideology and demonstrated the supremacy of

Western capitalism. During perestroika, as Kurginian (n.d.) argues,

Russians were told that they should not dream about the glorious

Communist future; ‘only the interests of the individual were

important’.

Kurginian’s rhetoric about treacherous, pro-Western elites was

interlaced with references to the socio-economic and ideological

problems which emerged with the collapse of the Soviet state. His

populist appeal, which involved laying the blame on the ‘anti-elite’

for the destruction of the state, was targeted primarily at educated



Russians, the so-called intelligentsia, who suffered enormously

under the economic reforms of the 1990s. Exploiting the grievances

of this group, Kurginian further boosted his popularity by becoming

a frequent guest on television talk shows. By the end of the 2000s he

was hosting his own show, Istoricheskii protsess (The Historical

Process), on the state-owned television channel Rossiia; this was

dedicated to the discussion of various historical topics closely

connected with contemporary political issues. Being the host of a

television show provided him with an effective vehicle for

disseminating conspiratorial ideas about the Soviet collapse. His

popularity, in turn, helped him to gain a position in Putin’s

presidential campaign of 2012 (discussed in Chapter 6); this clearly

indicates the close ties he has with the Kremlin.

The Manipulation of Consciousness
The Russian chemist and writer Sergei Kara-Murza has presented

another conspiratorial conceptualization of the Soviet collapse. This

is based on the idea that a small group of people in the Soviet Union,

with ‘external’ partners, and by means of manipulation, convinced

the entire Soviet nation to destroy the country and abandon its

ambitions to build Communism: ‘A certain influential and organized

part of humankind (into which some of our compatriots have been

accepted) . . . has convinced our society to act according to a

programme which has brought enormous benefits to this group at

enormous cost to ourselves’ (Kara-Murza, n.d.). He sees the

consciousness of the Soviet people as a combination of ‘rationality

(mind) and common ethics (heart)’ which allows them to grasp the

world in its complexity, unlike the ‘technocratic Europeans’ who only

have a restricted view of the world. He explains that a positive

perception of the West first became popular among so-called anti-

Soviet intellectuals; they distorted the meaning of Soviet symbols

and institutions such as the Motherland, the State and the Army, all

of which were crucial for the nation (Kara-Murza, 2009).

Kara-Murza’s writings have a strong focus on manipulation of public

persuasion. This accords with an idea which was particularly popular

in Russia at the beginning of the new millennium, that ‘social

programming’ could replace genuine public engagement in politics



(Gusev et al., 2006). This idea is linked to the successful deployment

of the crude propaganda campaign which took place during the

presidential elections in 1996, when within six months Yeltsin had

gone from being at the bottom of the list of candidates to winning the

election (Shevtsova, 1999, p. 156).

Kara-Murza’s focus on the use of manipulative technologies, and the

relative popularity of this explanatory framework during the 2000s,

can be compared to the American conspiracy theories devoted to

brainwashing technologies which emerged during the Cold War. As

Melley (2008, pp. 149, 162–4) suggests, conspiracy narratives about

brainwashing are an attempt to theorize social and ideological

influences on American society. For instance, the changing role of

women and other progressive social changes in the 1960s were

regarded by some American conspiracy theorists to be the result of

Communist brainwashing tactics which endangered the ultimate

virtue of American culture, individualism. According to this view,

brainwashing corrupted liberal individualism, turning rational

agents into brainwashed subjects under the control of an external,

Communist mastermind.

The Russian version of the brainwashing theory echoes American

fears of a less autonomous society, but places more concern on the

possibility of a ‘thinking nation’ being replaced by a mob (Kara-

Murza uses the term ‘mob-creation’, or tolpoobrazovanie).

According to Kara-Murza, the populations of West European

countries, under the influence of television and popular culture, have

been ‘transformed into a huge virtual mob always ready to sanction

the policies of the leaders’ (Kara-Murza, n.d.).

In addition, Kara-Murza echoes American fears about threatened

individuality. He states that ‘Western manipulators’ pose a threat to

the ‘traditional Russian idea of the common cause’ that has always

bonded individuals to society and thus strengthened the state.

‘Western society’ lacks ‘the core of ethical values’ which characterize

Russia because of the unprecedented atomization of Western society

which stems from the fact that it values individual rights and private

ethics above all else (Kara-Murza, 2011, p. 170).

We can see from this that proponents of the brainwashing

conspiratorial concepts in both the USA and post-Soviet Russia had a



similar anxiety about social influences. The changing nature of

Russian society, its transition to a market economy and the

increasing value placed on individual rights evoke fears of an ‘evil-

minded manipulation’ carried out by the West to destroy the

‘uniqueness’ of Russian society. According to this interpretation, the

ease of the Soviet collapse in 1991 resulted from the persistent

brainwashing of the Soviet people by Mikhail Gorbachev and the

political elites loyal to him (Kara-Murza, 2002).

1917–1991: Nikolai Starikov’s Interpretation
of the Soviet Collapse
In the huge body of Russian conspiracy theories of the 2000s, the

works of Nikolai Starikov occupy a particularly important place due

to the popularity of the writer and to his insistence that the West is

actually engaged in a war with Russia. By 2017 he had sold over a

quarter of a million copies of his books. He regularly travels round

Russia giving lectures and book presentations, and he takes part in

television shows. In 2011, he became actively involved, together with

Kurginian, in Russian political life: he is now a leader of the

movement Profsoiuz grazhdan Rossii (the trade-union of Russian

citizens) and the head of the Great Fatherland party (Partiia ‘Velikoe

Otechestvo’).

Starikov’s method of studying Russian history is typical for a

conspiracy theorist: ‘Many things in our history become clearer if

you try to look behind the curtains of world politics. The aspirations

of states and nations are always similar – nothing changes in the

geopolitical causes of conflicts and wars. You only need to catch the

correct logic of events and then you can easily understand both the

past and the future’ (Starikov, 2009, pp. 9–10). This is how Starikov

discovered the Anglo-Saxon conspiracy against Russia that caused

the revolutions both of 1917 and 1991:



When I understood that the February and October revolutions

were both part of the British intelligence to [bring about the]

collapse [of] its geopolitical rival, the signs of repetition of the

same scenario at the end of the twentieth century became

obvious to me. It has become especially evident during the

August events of 1917 and 1991 . . . (2011e)

In Starikov’s view, the USA and the UK have always been engaged in

a war against Russia because of its vast territory and abundant

natural resources. He considers (2010a) that Russian revolutionaries

represented the geopolitical interests of Russia’s enemies and

undermined Russia’s greatness and political stability purely for

financial gain. The events that took place in the CIS countries in the

2000s were an extension of the model which was implemented by

the West both in 1917 and 1991:

We witness all sorts of velvet, rose, and orange revolutions . . .

[Behind] the curtains of unrest in 1917 [in Russia] stood foreign

intelligence services. Strikers also need to eat something and it

means that someone must pay for that. Those who are interested

[in Russia’s collapse] will pay. This is a simple idea and

something that historians and politicians make wrong

conclusions about although they initially might have correct

assumptions . . . The answer to the question ‘Who was the

historical and geopolitical enemy of the Russian empire?’ is the

answer to the question about the mysterious author of our

revolution. (Starikov, 2009, p. 48)

Just as in 1917, the Soviet collapse was supposedly the result of the

global operation of British and American intelligence, together with a

mass betrayal of Russia by top-ranking Soviet officials. In 1985,

almost at the same time that Gorbachev was appointed General

Secretary of the CPSU, Saudi Arabia increased its petroleum

production and dramatically brought down oil prices which caused

enormous economic problems for the Soviet Union. Saudi Arabia

engaged in this financially unprofitable action to gain economic

advantages from the United States (Starikov, 2010b). The reference

to the oil price is key: indeed, the drop in the oil price, as well as the

agreement between the USA and Saudi Arabia, played important

roles in the Soviet collapse (Gaidar, 2007).



Yet Starikov’s rant against Gorbachev emphasizes that some

members of the political elite might also be dangerous for Russian

statehood. The Soviet collapse was possible only when the US

leadership realized that the new Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev,

could destroy the country he was leading (210b, p. 80). By the end of

1991, due to his destructive actions, the USSR was on the brink of

total collapse because it had lost almost all sovereignty. Diplomatic

sovereignty was replaced by friendship with the West; military

sovereignty was lost when Gorbachev destroyed the Soviet army;

economic sovereignty was demolished by selling out Soviet industrial

potential; and cultural sovereignty was exchanged for ‘alien’ Western

values (2011c, pp.16–17).

Mikhail Gorbachev as a Favourite Scapegoat
Starikov’s attack on Gorbachev is not unique; the first and last Soviet

President is seen by many commentators as someone who

consciously contributed to the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the

early 1990s the Soviet writer and political émigré Aleksandr Zinoviev

wrote that Gorbachev started the epoch of ‘great treason’ by visiting

Queen Elizabeth II at Windsor Castle in 1985 instead of paying his

respects at the grave of the founder of Communist ideology, Karl

Marx, in Highgate cemetery (Zinov’ev, 1995). This ‘treason’ label was

attached to Gorbachev in all the conspiracy writings about the Soviet

collapse. While acknowledging that the economic situation in the

USSR had not been good, various authors (including those who were

Gorbachev’s closest aides) claimed that he had deliberately destroyed

Soviet military strength and got rid of political rivals in exchange for

the support of the West. Anatolii Luk’ianov, Chairman of the

Supreme Soviet of the USSR, wrote that there were no ‘objective

prerequisites’ for the demise of the USSR, but this happened because

of a struggle between irresponsible politicians, with Gorbachev

playing one of the leading roles (Luk’ianov, 2010). Russian historian

Anatolii Utkin asserted that Gorbachev committed a crime against

the Motherland by allowing Ukraine to declare its independence,

which destroyed forever any hope of Russia regaining its imperial

greatness. Gorbachev agreed to everything that his American



partners suggested, Utkin argued, thereby betraying the geopolitical

interests of Russia (Utkin, 2009, pp. 30–2, 199).

In November 1991, Viktor Iliukhin, a top-ranking official in the

USSR General Attorney’s office, filed a lawsuit against Gorbachev

accusing him of high treason, planning the collapse of the state at the

behest of the USA, and signing decrees that contravened the Soviet

Constitution and state laws (Iliukhin, 2011). Iliukhin did not win the

case and was dismissed from his post. At the end of 2011, however,

Starikov filed another lawsuit against Gorbachev, charging him with

the collapse of the Soviet Union, the disappearance of the country’s

gold reserves, the destruction of the army and the pauperization of

the population.

Starikov’s attack against Gorbachev was a response to the fact that

Gorbachev criticized Kremlin policies under Putin (Telen’, 2009). He

argued that since Gorbachev did not repent of his sin of destroying

Russia in 1991, he had no right to criticize Putin and other ‘patriotic’

politicians (2011b). It is important to note that Starikov’s words were

later reiterated by the Kremlin spokesmen. Amidst the protests in

Moscow in 2011–12 by opponents of Putin and the United Russia

party, Gorbachev criticized Putin and the fact that he was running

again for president (Dymarskii et al., 2011). Putin’s spokesman

Dmitrii Peskov replied that ‘the former head of the huge country,

who basically destroyed it, suggests to another man, who managed to

save Russia from the same fate, to resign’ (Russkaia sluzhba BBC,

2011). More recently, in April 2014, several deputies of the State

Duma asked the General Prosecutor of the Russian Federation to

open the case against Gorbachev which charged him with triggering

the collapse of the Soviet Union (Runkevich and Malai, 2014).

Gorbachev’s role in the collapse of the USSR is really hard to

underestimate. The reforms he launched in 1985 were key steps in

the process of democratization and, in many ways, undermined the

legitimacy of many symbols that held the Soviet regime together

(Gill, 2013). However, despite the revolutionary nature of his

reforms, many commentators argue that it was not his intention to

dismantle the Soviet Union. On the contrary, he did his best to

preserve it (Brown, 2011; Plokhy, 2014).



Yet Russian public opinion, and the Russian media’s coverage of

Gorbachev’s role in these events, is largely negative (Vanhala-

Aniszewski and Siilin, 2013). This, in many ways, reinforces

conspiracy allegations and makes Gorbachev a perfect scapegoat for

the Soviet collapse. Many Russians have a negative attitude towards

him, accusing him of political weakness and of turning a blind eye to

the erosion of the country in the late 1980s. According to an opinion

poll taken in 2001, Gorbachev was seen as the main cause of the

Soviet Union’s collapse. The two most common reasons given for the

break-up of the country were that it was a result of the disorder

created by perestroika (55 per cent), and the conflict between

Gorbachev and Yeltsin (28 per cent) (Dubin, 2011). Another poll

conducted in 2016 by the Levada-Centre found that 67 per cent of

respondents had negative attitudes towards the last Soviet ruler

(Aleksandrov, 2016).

Forgeries as Main Argument
Claims about Gorbachev’s involvement in the ‘Western plan’ to

destroy the Soviet Union rest on several documents that supposedly

provide evidence of an anti-Russian plot. The first thing that puzzles

some conspiracy theorists is how Iurii Andropov, one of the most

powerful men in the Soviet Union – ex-chief of the KGB and leader

of the country following Brezhnev’s death – could promote a person

whose policies would cause the dissolution of the Soviet state a few

years later. Since Andropov did indeed support Gorbachev (Brown,

1996; Galeotti, 1997), some Russian nationalist writers contended

that Andropov himself was one of those ‘agents of influence’ who

destroyed the Soviet Union:

All these human rights campaigners, ‘antisovetchiks’, are an

element in the ‘Golgotha’ plan. This is exactly the legion that will

control the minds of the befuddled masses in the period of

global perestroika. Andropov was intimately acquainted with the

fact that in Russia martyrs are loved and trusted. The first

democratic elections proved the accuracy of Andropov’s plan,

elaborated [together] with the CIA and Mossad. (Perin, 2001)



The author of this source refers to one of the conspiratorial forgeries

which were popular in the 1990s and whose origins are to be found

in the spoof novel ‘Operatsiia Golgofa’: sekretnyi plan perestroiki

(‘Operation Golgotha’: The Secret Plan of Perestroika), written by

Mikhail Liubimov (1995), himself a Soviet spy. The story shows a

dying Andropov hatching a plan to plunge the Soviet Union into

political chaos and ‘wild capitalism’ to renew Russian society without

the need for mass purges. The plan describes perestroika, the August

coup and Yeltsin’s reforms in such detail that the novel triggered a

parliamentary investigation into whether it was actually authentic

(Sid, 2004). Although law-enforcement agencies repudiated the

claims made in the novel, it still resulted in conspiracy theories

becoming part of popular culture. In November 2012, an article

about Andropov’s planned reforms was the main feature of the

magazine Russkii Reporter. Based on mostly anonymous interviews

with former officers of the KGB, the author claimed that Putin’s own

reforms could be seen as a follow-up to Andropov’s plan and its

successful results (Kartsev, 2012).

The most important and influential forgery about the Soviet collapse

is the so-called Plan Dallesa (The Dulles Plan), which purports to be

a US National Security Council directive about a strategy to bring

about the moral and cultural corruption of the Soviet people. The

informal style of the text and some bits that have been copied from

the Soviet spy novels makes it unlikely to have been an official

governmental document (Deich, 2005):

People’s brains and consciousness are subject to change. By

disseminating chaos there we shall surreptitiously replace their

values with fake ones and we shall force them to believe in these

values. How? We shall find like-minded persons in Russia . . .

Impudence and insolence, lies and deception, drunkenness and

drug dependence, bodily fear of each other and barefacedness,

treachery, nationalism and national conflicts, pre-eminent

hostility and anger towards the Russian people – all this we shall

cunningly foster. (Dalles, n.d.)

The Dulles Plan places the conspiracy conceptualization of the Soviet

collapse within a particular time-frame. Post-Soviet Russia’s socio-

economic, interethnic and cultural problems are traced back to the



past and connected with the Western plan for destruction. In

contrast to Andropov’s plan, the aim of which was to reform the

stagnating Soviet Union, the Dulles Plan saw the destruction of the

USSR as the ultimate goal of the US political elites. Like the

conspiratorial notion of ‘agents of influence’ which is popular among

ex-KGB officers, the Dulles Plan has been taken up by former

intelligence service employees who treat it as a springboard for

various subversive operations (Khlobystov, n.d.). As Julia Fedor

(2011) writes, the notion that the West destroyed the once great

Soviet Union by means of moral corruption and brainwashing is an

ideal reason to denounce it as a diabolical enemy. To a certain extent,

the logic of the Cold War was shaped by the possibility of mutual

nuclear destruction and the two camps had various projects planning

how to destroy its ideological contender (Gaddis, 2005; Young,

2007). However, the supposed plans by US intelligence to defeat the

USSR, which can be found in various Cold War sources, are too

confusing to serve as genuine narratives of conspiracy theories. In

addition, they constantly emphasize the moral superiority of the USA

as the country of freedom and democracy, and this works against the

image of the Soviet Union as an innocent victim of the West’s plans

(Fedor, 2011, p. 849).

The Dulles Plan held a popular position in post-Soviet Russian

culture and is often cited by film directors, actors and politicians. In

2012 NTV released a four-episode ‘mockumentary’ called ‘Russia:

The Full Eclipse’, which explored various conspiracy theories

popular in Russia today. One of these was that the Russian spies

arrested in the USA in 2010 had discovered evidence that the Dulles

Plan existed and passed it on to Russian journalists

(Constantine26rus, 2012). The Dulles Plan framed each episode and

was discussed by famous actors and presenters, who, according to

the filmmakers, sincerely believed in the existence of this plan

(Afanas’eva et al., 2012). Moreover, the film’s author, Andrei Loshak,

admitted that rating of the film was high and the channel’s

management praised his work (Malkina, 2012). However, it is not

clear whether the audience treated the film as a mockery or as

another conspiracy theory (Staryi televizor, 2012).

Belief in the Dulles Plan is not limited to celebrities and often is

mentioned by mainstream politicians. Andrei Savel’ev, former MP



and leader of the Great Russia party, stated: ‘There are few people

who doubt the authenticity of this text [The Dulles Plan], because it

utterly and completely reflects both the policy of the US towards the

USSR and the achieved results of this policy – the breakdown of

selfawareness of our people and the destruction of our country’

(Savel’ev, 2007). Nikolai Merkushkin, the then governor of Samara

region, reiterated Savel’ev’s view in 2016 and accused Russian

opposition leader Aleksei Navalny of fulfilling the aims of the Dulles

Plan. Navalny, according to the ex-governor, brainwashes people and

creates chaos in the country, and this will help the USA to destroy

Russia and divide it into 32 puppet states (Nastoiashchee vremia,

2016). Savel’ev and Merkushkin, then, prominent politicians, use

this proven forgery in an argument to delegitimize the positions of

pro-Western proponents.

Some forgeries which support the supposed existence of conspiracy

against Russia are used to denounce individuals who were

supposedly interested in bringing about the collapse of the Soviet

Union. One of these is a speech supposedly delivered by Gorbachev

at the American University in Turkey in 1999, and published in the

Slovakian newspaper Ušvit: Tsel’iu moei zhizni bylo unichtozhenie

kommunizma (The aim of my life was the destruction of

Communism) (Gorbachev, n.d.). Russian translations of this

document always refer to this issue of the Slovakian newspaper, and

often to its subsequent publication in the Russian newspaper

Sovetskaia Rossiia. Another forgery is a speech supposedly delivered

in November 1991 by Margaret Thatcher, in Houston, at a meeting of

the American Petroleum Institute, entitled Sovetskii Soiuz nuzhno

bylo razrushit’ (The Soviet Union had to be destroyed). The third is

a report allegedly delivered by the US President Bill Clinton at a

meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1995, which supposedly

confirms US involvement in the Soviet collapse (Amerikanskie

politiki o budushchem Rossii, n.d.).

A preliminary analysis of these documents demonstrates that the

speeches were neither delivered, nor published as claimed. There

was no article about Gorbachev’s speech in the Slovakian newspaper

Ušvit. Although the newspaper did exist, it had a very limited

circulation even among Slovakian Communists and it is unlikely that

it was known in Russia. It was, however, published in the



conservative, Communist party newspaper Sovetskaia Rossiia.

Margaret Thatcher did not give a speech at the meeting of the

American Petroleum Institute; indeed, the supposed speech was on a

topic which would have been completely irrelevant to that

conference. Her official website lists the speeches she has given, and

there is no suggestion that she even participated in this meeting

(Margaret Thatcher Foundation, n.d.). Bill Clinton’s supposed

speech, in terms of content and linguistic details, resembles The

Dulles Plan, and has also never been published anywhere but in

post-Soviet conspiratorial literature.

Russian politicians and conspiracy theorists continue to refer to

these documents to demonstrate the evil intentions of Western

politicians towards Russia (Kazintsev, 2001), and to undermine the

decisions of acting political leaders. In the 1990s, Yeltsin’s opponents

often used a negative image of the Russian president to delegitimize

his policies and gain the support of both the national patriotic and

Communist electorate (March, 2002). The claim that there were real

political leaders – both Russian and foreign – who were proponents

of anti-Russian conspiracy was the main feature of this use of forged

documents. These forgeries helped to attract supporters by appealing

to their emotions; naming real politicians instead of expressing

generalized hatred towards the West is more effective as it helps to

make conspiratorial claims sound more persuasive (Fedor, p. 849).

Competing Interpretations of the August
Coup
There are two different conspiratorial interpretations of the August

1991 coup which have competed throughout the post-Soviet period.

The first was disseminated by Yeltsin’s administration as the official

explanation of the events. It treats the attempted coup as a plot by

conservative forces in the Soviet government against the

democratically elected authorities of Russia and an attempt to nullify

the democratic achievements of perestroika. In contrast, the citizens

of Moscow, who came to the Supreme Soviet building on 19 August

and helped defend it from the GKChP, were members of civil society

and were fighting for freedom and democracy.



From the start of the coup, Yeltsin referred to GKChP members as

‘plotters’. This word was subsequently used by Gorbachev and by

those who participated in the events, whose accounts were published

during the investigation of the coup (Gorbachev, 1991; Stepankov

and Lisov, 1992; Yeltsin, 1994). Soon after the coup’s failure,

members of the GKChP were arrested and charged with treason.

Later, another charge was levelled at them: conspiracy aimed at the

seizure of power. The labelling of the GKChP as conspirators allowed

pro-Kremlin speakers to divide Soviet society at the time of the coup

into ‘the people’ and the powerful ‘Other’ – the conservative bloc in

the Communist Party and the Soviet government. The victory of

Yeltsin’s supporters over the alleged ‘conspirators’ provided Yeltsin’s

team with arguments to justify their actions during and after the

coup.

This official version of events presents a coherent narrative; a

conspiratorial reading of the coup helps lay the foundations of

national cohesion by depicting this moment of history as the birth of

the new democratic Russian state. On the first anniversary of the

coup, Yeltsin praised Muscovites for having resisted the GKChP and

congratulated ‘the new Russia . . . that could overcome its old instinct

of resigned submissiveness’ (quoted in Smith, 2002, p. 33). Gennadii

Burbulis, then Secretary of State, drew a clear line between the new,

progressive Russians and the plotting retrogressive minority:

I stand in awe of and admire those who demonstrated . . . an

uncompromising devotion to freedom, and, thus, gave support

to the president and to all of us, and [I feel] appalling sadness

and am grossly insulted . . . by those who acted according to

their repressive . . . worldview in such a fascist, conspiring

manner. (Kommersant-Vlast, 1992)

This pro-Yeltsin version of the August coup is challenged by an

alternative version in which it is presented as the last stage in the

‘Western plan’ to destroy the greatness of the Soviet state and put it

under the control of foreign governments who wish to plunder its

wealth. Foreign conspirators were acting in league with Gorbachev to

influence the liberal intelligentsia in the Soviet Union and turn them

into a ‘fifth column’ aimed at corrupting Soviet ideology during

perestroika (Legostaev, 2002).



Other explanations for the August events were published in the

following years. They vary significantly in accordance both with the

ideological views and beliefs of the authors, and the extent of their

involvement in present-day politics. Many of them are members of

the GKChP, or the conservative opposition of the 1990s, and are

supporters of Communism. Not withstanding their differences, most

of the authors consider the August coup to have been a response to

perestroika; at the same time, it created an interlude before the

onset of Yeltsin’s reforms. Perestroika, the August coup and the

radical economic reforms of the 1990s hence merged into a single

narrative of an anti-Russian plot masterminded in the West. This

interpretation served as a powerful tool to win over Russian voters,

most of whom found the economic reforms extremely painful.

In fact, even before the coup took place, the grounds for an

alternative reading of it had already been set out. The idea that

foreign powers were plotting to destroy the Soviet Union had

surfaced early in 1991. Vladimir Kriuchkov, head of the KGB, stated

several times that CIA agents abounded in the USSR and were

working hard to push the country towards catastrophe (Shved,

2013). In February 1991, Valentin Pavlov, the last Soviet Prime

Minister, claimed that he was introducing financial reforms in order

to prevent Western banks subverting the Soviet economy. According

to Pavlov, these banks were aiming to cause hyperinflation by

pouring seven to eight billion roubles into the Russian economy

(Golovachev, 2012). Later, during a meeting with West European

businessmen, Pavlov apologized for these words and emphasized

that he did not mean to file claims against ‘solid businessmen’.

However, he did insist that ‘improper businessmen had ambitions to

undermine perestroika’ (Kommersant, 1991).

Pavlov, a member of the GKChP, was arrested after the failure of the

coup. In 1993, he published his own account of the events, in which

he claimed that in mid 1991 the GKChP had been created by

Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Gavriil Popov, then mayor of Moscow, to

enable them to retain their power over the state; it was coordinated

by the US president, George Bush (Pavlov, 1993, pp. 67, 79). Pavlov

contended that the official version of events, which was actively

promoted by Gorbachev and Yeltsin, was a cover for the real reason

behind the attempted coup: these men’s lust for power. Pavlov’s



account was published in 1993, soon after the shelling of the

parliament building in October which led to many civilian deaths. He

referred again to Yeltsin’s lust for power, accusing him of

disregarding the interests and the lives of ordinary Russians:

Members of the GKChP by no means contemplated restoring

dictatorship and repression. Moreover, the main thing for us . . .

was the prevention of bloodshed, the unleashing of civil war and

mass purges. Power was not my personal goal for which I would

be ready to sacrifice the lives and blood of innocent civilians. . . .

[Yeltsin] was ready to sacrifice thousands of lives to keep the

office . . . (p. 70)

The attack on parliament gave some credence to Pavlov’s claim that

Yeltsin’s regime was even more brutal than the GKChP. Taken

together with his conspiratorial description of the August coup, the

argument about Yeltsin’s brutality and the alleged backing of the

United States became a powerful tool which could be used by the

opposition to delegitimize the president.

Pavlov’s book is a particularly important element in the

establishment of a conspiratorial interpretation of the coup. Pavlov

was the first active member of the GKChP to offer an analysis of the

coup; this ensured that there was an alternative reading of the event

almost immediately. His insider’s view and elaborate arguments

supplied the opposition with the necessary ‘factual’ basis for

questioning Yeltsin’s legitimacy. The publication of his book in 1993

was also timely, since there was a significant growth in anti-Yeltsin

feeling after the October atrocities. The conspiratorial interpretation

of his actions during the 1991 coup helped to lay the grounds for an

attempt to impeach him in 1998–9, and played an important part in

transforming conspiracy theories into an instrument of mainstream

politics.

Yeltsin’s Impeachment (1998–1999)
Yeltsin became the victim of conspiracy theories soon after becoming

president in 1991. The opposition accused him of bringing about the

demise of the USSR by signing the Belovezha accords, and of a

‘genocide of the Russian people’ by means of his economic reforms.



The forces opposed to his government formed a loose coalition that

was sometimes referred to as a ‘revanchist party’; in the first half of

the 1990s, this brought together the Communists (Gennadii

Ziuganov), national patriots (Vladimir Zhirinovskii and Aleksandr

Prokhanov) and Russian fascists (Aleksandr Barkashov), all of whom

subscribed to the notion of a war waged by the West against Russia

(Yanov, 2010, pp. 192–4).

Gennadii Zyuganov, the leader of the newly formed Communist party

of the Russian Federation, had seriously reconsidered the old

Communist corpus of ideas to attract new supporters. He claimed

that 1991 was the start of the New World Order which required the

destruction of the United States’ major rival, the Soviet Union. In his

view the Bilderberg club, the Trilateral Commission and the

American Council for International Relations were building the new

global order and were using the territories of Eurasia to put an end to

Russia’s statehood and Orthodox Christianity (Zyuganov, 1997). As

David Remnick notes (1998, p. 314), at the meetings in Washington

with the US Ambassador to Moscow, or at the summits in Davos to

which Zyuganov was often invited in the 1990s, Zyuganov kept quiet

about his ideas. Yet inside Russia, at meetings with supporters or on

television, he repeated them constantly.

After the parliamentary elections in December 1993, a considerable

number of representatives of the ‘revanchist party’ were elected to

the State Duma where they had the opportunity to legitimately use

anti-Western conspiratorial rhetoric in political struggles against

Yeltsin’s government. The zenith of these struggles was an attempt,

in May 1999, to impeach the president; this was initiated by Iliukhin,

who had unsuccessfully tried to put Gorbachev on trial for the same

reasons in November 1991. The parliamentary commission, headed

by Vadim Filimonov, a deputy from the Communist Party, levelled

five charges at Yeltsin: the demise of the USSR, the shelling of the

parliament building in October 1993, the war in Chechnia, the

deterioration of national military defence and the genocide of the

Russian people. At least four of the five charges contained elements

of a conspiracy theory about an attack being carried out by Yeltsin,

the Western European countries and the USA against the Russian

people.



According to those trying to bring about the impeachment, the

signing of the Belovezha accords by Yeltsin should have been treated

as high treason; this was an organized conspiracy to seize power in

the USSR and change the constitution. The accords were signed

despite the results of a national referendum, which was conducted on

17 March 1991, which supported the preservation of the Soviet

Union. The Belovezha accords impacted on Russia’s defence

potential, and Yeltsin’s policies fit the geopolitical interests of the

USA and were ‘rendering help to foreign countries to the detriment

of the external security of the Russian Federation’ (Kommersant,

1999c).

It is important to stress that the accusation of treason made against

Yeltsin was based on the notion that technically the President of

Russia did not have the right to sign the Belovezha accords, and by

doing so he had breached Soviet law; this meant that he had forfeited

his right to rule. Both the dissolution of the USSR and the shelling of

the parliament building in 1993 violated article 64 of the Criminal

Law of the USSR:

The actions of B. N. Yeltsin in the organization of conspiracy,

aimed at the seizure of power in the Union, had a conscious,

purposeful character. As part of the preparation for the

destruction of the USSR, B. N. Yeltsin issued several decrees,

which overreached the bounds of his constitutional authority

and aimed at the usurpation of Union power. (Kommersant,

1999c)

This claim cast doubt on Yeltsin’s legitimacy and emphasized his

‘otherness’ in relation to ‘the people’ of Russia. Iliukhin, as the

initiator of the impeachment, based his speech on the corpus of

conspiracy theories about the Soviet collapse which had been

developed in the 1990s. As he put it:

The Soviet Union collapsed not because of natural processes, not

as a result of the August 1991 events, but as a result of political

conspiracy on the part of the ‘fifth column,’ with the connivance,

and at times with the participation, of the president of the USSR

M. Gorbachev and leaders of several Union ministries and

agencies, and as a result of a conspiracy headed by B. Yeltsin.

(Iliukhin, 1999)



It is certainly the case that the signing of the Belovezha accords was

not entirely legal. As Lilia Shevtsova has observed, the Soviet Union

was dissolved by the decision of a handful of political leaders who

‘were not concerned about the legality of their actions’ (Shevtsova,

1999, p. 14). This circumvention of the law helped reinforce the

opposition’s claims about the ‘alien’ nature of Yeltsin in relation to

the ‘Russian people’, whose desire to save the Soviet Union had been

betrayed. Moreover, the fact that the US President Bush was the first

person Yeltsin called after signing the agreement (Colton, 2008, p.

206) provided additional ‘evidence’ of a conspiracy between the

Russian and US Presidents.

The will of the majority was expressed in the All-Union

referendum on 17 March 1991, and the state leaders of the USSR

and Russia, provided they were patriots, with the fondest love of

the Motherland, rather than creeping accomplices

(kholuistvuiuschie prispeshniki) of the USA, should have

realized the people’s will. (Iliukhin, 1999)

The shelling of the parliament building in 1993, which eventually

resulted in Yeltsin having more power, also enabled the opposition to

argue that his rule was illegitimate. In the words of some of the

deputies, the president had been involved in a conspiracy to turn

Russia from a parliamentary into a presidential republic. Indeed, as

Vladimir Gel’man notes, the 1993 adoption of the new constitution

turned Yeltsin into the country’s ‘boss’ (Gel’man, 2015, p. 55).

Operating on the basis that he could do anything that the law did not

expressly prohibit, Yeltsin placed himself at the very top of the power

structure. The opposition tried to challenge him by means of another

powerful tool – conspiracy theories.

The last of the charges against Yeltsin was that of the premeditated

genocide of the Russian people. This was carried out by means of the

liberalization of prices and the privatization of state property, which

deprived the majority of Russians of jobs, financial assets and social

guarantees. Iliukhin argued that ‘the clan’, consisting of between two

hundred and three hundred families, became the main beneficiary of

this privatization and usurpation of state power. To erase the

memory of the previous social system and of Soviet patriotism,

Yeltsin supposedly planned to eliminate pensioners and the



intelligentsia – that is, those who could pass on knowledge about the

glorious Soviet past to younger generations (Iliukhin, 1999). Despite

the attempts of patriots like Iliukhin to prevent any further

destruction of Russia, Yeltsin allegedly confirmed, in a letter to

President Clinton on 18 September 1998, that there would be ‘no

turning back, the reforms will continue’ (Kommersant, 1999c).

Iliukhin implicitly likened Yeltsin’s genocidal social policies to Nazi

policies against the Slavic nations during the Second World War.

Since the memory of the Great Patriotic War is so vital in post-Soviet

Russia and serves as the foundation for national cohesion, this

helped Yeltsin’s opponents to label his policies anti-Russian. In

addition, as Bernard Harrison (2006, p. 68) has demonstrated,

applying the ‘Nazi’ label in a public speech to a specific group or

movement automatically stigmatizes it and implies that nothing can

be said in its favour. Likening Yeltsin and his team to the Nazis

helped to strengthen the populist dimension of anti-Yeltsin

arguments. However, the notion of genocide against the Russian

people proved to be more problematic.

An accusation of genocide, used as a political instrument, can have a

powerful resonance: it can strengthen the moral and legal

pretentions of a group which claims to be the victim of genocide. As

Evgeny Finkel (2010) has demonstrated, in the post-Soviet world,

the accusation of genocide gained popularity because it supplied the

political elites of the newly founded states with a powerful tool for

national cohesion. When Russian nationalists accused Yeltsin of

conspiring to destroy the Russian nation, they were bringing the

notion of genocide into the official political language.

However, an accusation of genocide can backfire. By claiming that

elements in the government were responsible for an anti-Russian

conspiracy, the parliamentary opposition divided Russian society

into ‘the people’ and the Yeltsin-led ‘occupational government’

(okkupatsionnoe pravitel’stvo). Filimonov quoted Albert Camus: ‘If

you don’t fight injustice – you cooperate with it’. The journalist of the

pro-Communist newspaper Zavtra, who covered the debates in the

Duma, added: ‘In other words, it will not be possible for other

deputies to stand aside. You cannot have it both ways’ (Brezhnev et

al., 1999).



The deputies did not grasp the fact that if an accusation of genocide

is made, the alleged target of this genocide is required to

acknowledge its status as defenceless victim. As Finkel noted, in

Russia, ‘the dominant historical myth of military strength,

superpower status and victory in the Second World War is difficult to

reconcile with the powerless victimhood embedded in the claims of

genocide’ (p. 57). Russian nationalist ideology stumbled at this point.

It came into conflict with a key element in the profile of a victim of

genocide: it required an acknowledgement of weakness. In the

context of post-Soviet Russian politics, this was unlikely. It is telling

that of all accusations levelled at Yeltsin in the attempted

impeachment, it was the genocide of the Russian people that

attracted the lowest number of votes (Kommersant, 1999b).

None of the five charges against the president succeeded in gaining

the 300 votes required for an impeachment (Kamyshev, 1999).

However, since it rested on the claim that Yeltsin had been involved

in a conspiracy against the Russian people, it still enabled the

accusation of conspiracy to become a legitimate political strategy; it

was this notion that united highly diverse opposition forces (from the

Communists of KPRF to liberal politicians represented by Yabloko)

and pro-Yeltsin forces (Kommersant, 1999a).

The liberal forces which opposed Yeltsin used the impeachment

procedure as a way of returning to power that they have lost after the

August 1998 financial crisis. On 17 August 1998, the Russian

government defaulted on its debts to a degree that seriously

undermined the positions of deputies from liberal parties in the

Duma. So, by supporting the impeachment, they sought to dissociate

themselves from their friends and political allies in Yeltsin’s

government and gain the support of those voters who were also

dissatisfied with Yeltsin. In turn, the Communists and various

representatives of the ‘revanchist’ bloc in the Duma attempted to

exploit the conflict between Prime Minister Evgenii Primakov and

Yeltsin by strengthening their alliance with Primakov, who was at the

time widely considered to be a potential future president, and get the

support of Russian voters before the parliamentary elections in

December 1999 (Zhukov and Samoilova, 1999). The impeachment

also coincided with the rise of anti-Western sentiment in Russia



which was related to the NATO operation in Serbia in 1999; this too

was used by the opposition to win voters’ support.

The impeachment gave rise to concern in the Kremlin about the

outcome of the forthcoming presidential elections. The rise of

Evgeny Primakov – a former head of the Russian intelligence

services, and Russian Prime Minister from 1998–9 – as an

independent and powerful politician took place at the same time as

the impeachment. The Communists’ support for Primakov and their

attempt to impeach Yeltsin by putting forward populist

conspiratorial allegations caused major concern among liberal

politicians. The image of an aggressive nationalist attempting to

challenge executive power by mobilizing the people against the

government, and in particular by means of conspiracy allegations,

pushed liberal reformers to support the Kremlin’s candidate, who

advocated a strong super-presidential model that eventually paved

the way for a further shift towards authoritarianism (Shevtsova,

2005, pp. 20–1).

Fenster has pointed out (p. 90) that conspiracy theory as a mode of

populist logic is a feature of many political systems, incuding

democracies; it can be used to mount a significant challenge to the

political order while at the same time highlighting structural

inequalities in society. An impeachment of Yeltsin based on

conspiracy theories posed a challenge to the post-Soviet Russian

political system. The populist conspiratorial rhetoric of the

conservatives was bolstered by the social and economic problems

that emerged after 1991, which were hugely aggravated by the

economic crisis of 1998. Under these circumstances, the government

dropped the idea of fostering national consensus and further

democratic developments to achieve a compromise with the

opposition; instead it focused on creating a consensus among the

elites as to who would be a suitable presidential candidate in 2000,

so that they could successfully compete with the Communist

challenge. As Shevtsova noted (2005, p. 20), those who called

themselves liberals in the 1990s were caught in a historical trap,

fearful of growing populism and suspicious of the deputies. The

political elites were unable to cope with the populist challenge

expressed in conspiratorial rhetoric: this was one of the many

reasons behind the authoritarian turn in the 2000s. From the



moment Putin came to power there have been conspiracy theories

about the Soviet collapse, though they have acquired new forms and

are now employed by the Kremlin and its leaders.

The Narratives of the Soviet Collapse in
Putin’s Russia
In the twenty-first century, the government-sponsored nation-

building project included intense speculation about the causes of the

Soviet collapse, and fear that it was primarily due to the malign

activities of Western plotters who were becoming increasingly

prominent in politics. Putin summed up the official attitude towards

the collapse in 2005 in his opening address to the Federal Assembly,

when he described it as ‘the major geopolitical disaster of the

century’ (Putin, 2005). This view, which had some public support at

the beginning of the 2000s, was widely disseminated by pro-Kremlin

politicians and loyal public intellectuals in the years which followed,

and helped foster nostalgia about Soviet times (Dubin, 2011).

Putin’s view of the Soviet collapse capitalized on a particular

sociocultural position, which Serguei Oushakine (2009b) described

as ‘the patriotism of despair’. Feelings of regret about the demise of

the great country, supported by the conviction that this was the

result of a conspiracy by ‘Western enemies’, encouraged national

cohesion and made it seem as though the political leadership was in

tune with the people. Putin placed much emphasis on the socio-

economic and political inequalities which Russians suffered in the

wake of the Soviet collapse. In this way he was able to foster a

positive attitude towards a lost past, which he contrasted so

significantly with the post-Soviet situation; hence it served as an

important tool with which to identify ‘the people’ as a pan-national

‘community of loss’, in opposition to the collective ‘Other’ which was

formed of those who shared no such nostalgia for the Soviet past

(Oushakine, 2009a, p. 114). Members of this collective ‘Other’

generally consisted of the most ‘Westernized’ part of Russian society.

This made it possible to portray them in the emerging official

discourse as ‘agents’ of foreign influence. As we shall see, this rested,

once again, on conspiracy narratives.



Putin’s opening remarks to the Federal Assembly outlined the events

of the previous decade, and included several elements which make it

clear how popular the conspiracy discourse about the Soviet collapse

had become in the 2000s and 2010s. The first, and most crucial, part

of Putin’s speech referred to the most dramatic issues of the post-

1991 era:

Tens of millions of our co-citizens and compatriots found

themselves outside Russian territory. Moreover, the epidemic of

disintegration infected Russia itself. Individual savings

depreciated and old ideals were destroyed. Many institutions

were disbanded or reformed carelessly. Terrorist intervention

and the Khasavyurt capitulation that followed damaged the

country’s integrity. Oligarchic groups – possessing absolute

control over information channels – served exclusively their

own corporate interests. Mass poverty began to be seen as the

norm. And all this was happening against the backdrop of a

dramatic economic downturn, unstable finances, and the

paralysis of the social sphere. (Putin, 2005)

This focus on social trauma indicates the populist approach taken by

the ruling political elites to unite a highly-divided society on the basis

of common negative experiences. Reference to ‘the oligarchic groups’

immediately after the mention of mass poverty and severe economic

hardship appealed to the masses, who contrasted the current

situation with the relative economic stability of the 2000s

(Shcherbal’, 2010). At the same time, an emphasis on ‘oligarchical

rule’ helped identify the ‘Other’ to whom they could direct their

anger.

As Oushakine’s analysis has demonstrated (2009a, p. 75), ‘post-

Soviet uneasiness about the increasing social role of capital is

translated into stories about universal lies and deceptions. The

perceived exposure to foreign values and capital is often

counterbalanced with ideas of an enclosed national community and

unmediated values.’ By referring to socio-economic problems, Putin

attempted to expose inequality in post-Soviet society and

demonstrate his concern about improving the situation. His address

served as an important springboard for public debate, and for public

intellectuals to find a suitable approach to national development.



These intellectuals drew on conspiracy allegations about the Soviet

collapse and socio-economic hardships to identify the plotting

‘Other’, who had initiated the collapse of the Soviet Union and then

profited from it themselves while the majority of the population

suffered. It is important to note that top-ranking officials interpreted

the Soviet collapse as a tragedy; this allowed them to shift the

symbolic potential of this notion from the opposition parties and

movements who had used it in the 1990s, into mainstream political

discourse.

Interpreting Putin’s speech as solely rhetorical is incorrect; as the

national leader, he could not denigrate the institutions that allowed

him to become president. Hence alongside the depiction of the Soviet

collapse as a tragic event, Putin included in his address a few rather

less tragic consequences. In his words, the misfortunes of the 1990s

were accompanied by ‘significant’ progress in some areas:

In those difficult years, the people of Russia had to both uphold

their state sovereignty and make a correct choice in selecting a

new vector of development in their thousand-year-old history.

They had to accomplish the most difficult task: how to safeguard

their own values, not to squander undeniable achievements, and

confirm the viability of Russian democracy. We had to find our

own path in order to build a democratic, free and just society

and state. (Putin, 2005)

This ‘positive’ reading of the recent past urged the audience to

recognize the socio-economic and political progress which had been

made after the Soviet collapse. It was impossible for the regime and

its ruling elites to totally disavow the complex post-Soviet heritage;

this would have seriously undermined their own legitimacy. Selective

memory was the watchword. Referring to post-Soviet progress in this

strategically important political text demonstrates the ways in which

the notion of the Soviet collapse was deployed in Russian politics

during the Putin era.

As a key event in Russian political life, the President’s address offers

the main official interpretation of events and authoritatively

addresses major political and socio-economic issues. Its opening part

included two different concepts, both of which related to important

features in Russia’s national history. The first conveyed the idea that



the collapse of the Soviet state had been a dreadful event, but this,

nevertheless, created the foundation for a positive reading of Soviet

history. Given the growth of positive attitudes towards the Soviet

past at the beginning of the 2000s, this dramatic interpretation of

the Soviet Union’s collapse received public support and converted

nostalgic feelings about a common past into a powerful political

resource.

According to the Levada-Centre, throughout the 2000s most

Russians regretted the dissolution of the Soviet Union, although this

number has been gradually decreasing, from 75 per cent in 2000 to

59 per cent in 2017 (Vedomosti, 2016; Masci, 2017). The second

concept emphasized the importance of the post-Soviet period in

constructing the institutions of a democratic society. This was used

to support the argument that the Russian government and political

establishment sustained good relations with the West and viewed

Russia as part of European culture. These two concepts were aimed

at gaining the support of different groups within Russia, promoting

bonding within society as a whole. The combination of these two

rather contradictory ideas has become characteristic of Putin’s

approach to national cohesion.

The perception of the Soviet collapse as tragic, and the myth that it

was deliberately destroyed by political elites in conjunction with the

West, has become a tool of political strategy. The political

establishment of the 2000s used this idea firstly, to increase national

cohesion, and, secondly, to delegitimize political opponents. The

narrative of the lost country served as a unifying principle for the

creation of a national community. Using this dramatic reading of the

Soviet collapse in such a key political speech legitimized further

reference to it in subsequent official discourse. The collapse of the

Soviet Union became a symbolic construction which defined the

borders of the nation and simultaneously marked out its ‘Other’,

those who supposedly welcomed the destruction of the Soviet Union

and facilitated Russia’s economic and political collapse in the 1990s.

In this context, anti-Western conspiracy theories about the origins of

the Soviet collapse justified the internal division of society and

allowed political opponents to be identified with ‘Western

conspirators’, thereby raising concern about their loyalty to the

country and their legitimacy as political actors.



Putin’s announcement of the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and

Russia’s involvement into the Ukraine crisis can be seen as a case-in-

point. The primary point in his address is the tragic loss of Crimea

because of the Soviet collapse:

I heard residents of Crimea say that back in 1991 they were

handed over like a sack of potatoes. This is hard to disagree

with. And what about the Russian state? . . . It humbly accepted

the situation. This country was going through such hard times

then that realistically it was incapable of protecting its interests.

However, the people could not reconcile themselves to this

outrageous historical injustice. (Putin, 2014)

This statement is key to understanding the events behind the

annexation of Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine. The dramatic

and almost overnight fall of the Soviet state in 1991 served as a

legitimate reason to annexe the Crimean Peninsula. According to

Putin, the return of the territories that had been stolen by the Soviet

political elites restores dignity to ordinary Russians who had no say

in the process of dissolving the Soviet Union. The will of the Russian

leadership to protect the country’s great power status, even at

considerable cost to the nation, triggered the war in Ukraine. At the

same time, the possibility of a NATO invasion and the threat to

Russia’s military presence in the region intensified the fear of war

with the West. As the final chapter demonstrates, the idea of a fifth

column conspiring against the majority of Russians who supported

the Crimean annexation was not only a major tool of social

mobilization in the midst of this international crisis but served to

promote the new legislative amendments. Fear of the possibility of

the state collapsing again (a re-run of what happened in 1991), and

the assumption that only malign forces could bring this about, are in

many ways crucial for understanding Russia’s political development

after 2000.

Conclusion
From the very first days of the Russian Federation’s independence,

the notion that the Soviet Union’s collapse had been brought about

by the intrigues of the West served, on the one hand, as a unifying



platform for patriotic groups, and on the other, as a political concept

for different forces in the political establishment. The events of

August 1991 possessed a uniquely symbolic potential to become a

fundamental element in the foundation of the new state; they could

show that totalitarianism had been transformed into democracy

thanks to the joint efforts of popular politicians and ordinary

Russians. Yet as Kathleen Smith has argued (2002, p. 55), Yeltsin

and his team failed to ensure that a commemoration of the August

events was central in the collective memory of post-Communist

Russia. This fell instead to the Communists and national patriots,

who ‘recognized the value of investing organizational resources in

spreading their version of events’ using the courtroom, the floor of

the legislature, and the streets to propagate an alternative reading of

the August 1991 events.

The use of conspiracy theories enhanced the opposition’s criticism of

Yeltsin’s policies and facilitated their promotion in the public space,

especially against the background of socio-economic difficulties of

the 1990s. Despite attempts by Kremlin officials to define the GKChP

as ‘plotters’, the alternative reading of the attempted coup – as a

staged part of ‘the Western plan’ to destroy the USSR – turned out to

be more effective as a political strategy; it generated a sense of

solidarity among the people, and delegitimized Yeltsin’s regime.

In the 2000s, the Kremlin reassessed its approach to the events of

1991. The value of a conspiratorial reading of the August coup for

political purposes began to be used against the Kremlin’s opponents.

The fact of the Soviet collapse, and confusion about why it happened

so rapidly, formed the basis of powerful political concepts which

were aimed at achieving social and national cohesion. We shall see in

the next chapters that widespread belief in the pre-planned collapse

of the USSR has been used by the political establishment of Putin’s

Russia to solve several domestic political issues. First, the political

establishment of the 2000s exploited the lack of public consensus

about the August 1991 events; it overdramatized the Soviet collapse,

turning the spotlight on the unreliable elites who tolerated the

country’s dissolution. This supplied the establishment with a range

of populist demands calling for power to be returned to the Russian

people so that they could enjoy sovereignty over their own country.

The idea of Russia as a ‘sovereign democracy’, which was introduced



in the mid 2000s as a mainstream nation-building strategy, charged

the Russian political elites and society in general with the task of

maintaining independence and rejecting foreign influence.

Second, the use of conspiratorial narratives – shaped, in particular,

by the language of the intelligence services, and replicating

espionage narratives of the Soviet period – introduces the notion of a

‘subversive agency’ into the daily language of post-Soviet Russia.

This operated as a formula which could endow the developments of

the present day with familiar meaning. As Oushakine puts it, the

Soviet past became ‘an object of purposeful commodification and a

product of active post-Soviet cultural consumption’ (Oushakine,

2000, p. 999). The sense of a common experience was transmitted to

the masses through the promotion of nostalgia about the Soviet past,

generated by means of various symbolic models. This experience was

associated with the bond between ‘agents’, ‘Western subversion’ and

the collapse of the Soviet Union and served to provide a simplistic

but powerful instrument to distinguish ‘the people’ from the ‘Other’.

The model was also sufficiently flexible to be extended to fit different

situations, so that the Other could be NGOs, political parties or

particular politicians.

The official narrative of the August coup, as disseminated through

the media and the public speeches of intellectuals and politicians,

merged nostalgia about the lost Soviet Union with the idea that

Russia has been besieged by countries interested in the acquisition of

its abundant natural resources and vast territory. This reading of the

August events closely linked the Soviet collapse to the loss of national

identity and unambiguously marked it as a tragic landmark in the

history of Russia. The Russian authorities used charges of conspiracy

against political opponents to blame them for plotting against

independent Russian statehood, which had already been destroyed

once before, in 1991. This established a precedent for several

significant political reforms in the 2000s which substantially

curtailed public liberties. The authorities also used positive public

attitudes towards the Soviet Union as a means for creating national

cohesion. According to the polls regularly conducted by the Levada-

Centre, it would seem that this perception of the August coup found

a positive response in Russian society. Around one-third of Russians

see the coup as ‘a tragic event which had sinister consequences for



the country’, while another third perceive it, sceptically, as a struggle

for power (Levada-tsentr, 2016a). This disillusionment makes it

easier to use the notion of conspiracy in relation to the August coup

in political strategies, something which is constantly happening

under Putin’s reign.



4 
Sovereign Democracy and its Enemies
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the search for a new national

identity became a serious challenge both for intellectuals and

political elites. Various groups of intellectuals developed different

approaches to the post-Soviet Russian nation, but many of them

were based on the works of pre-revolutionary authors and did not

fully correspond to the realities of the post-1991 world. Yeltsin’s

government opted for a civic model of nation-building, introducing

the notion of rossiiane (Russians). This model was based on the idea

of a community of all citizens of the Russian Federation regardless of

their ethnic or religious origins. However, it was challenged by other

models which perceived the Russian nation as a community of

Eastern Slavs, Russian speakers, ethnic Russians and Russians as an

Imperial nation. This was reminiscent of the Soviet model of nation-

building (Tolz, 2001, pp. 236–51, 267). Commitment to the building

of a civic national identity was fairly constant throughout the Yeltsin

era, but in order to attract voters, Yeltsin’s government also tried to

depict the Russian nation in other ways, such as an Imperial nation

or as part of the Eastern Slavic community.

When Putin came to power, this did not fundamentally change the

approach towards nation-building, and the model of Russia as a civic

nation continued to predominate. Both Putin and his supporters

emphasized that Russia was a multi-ethnic country whose multi-

cultural diversity provided stability for political development and for

the maintenance of peace. This idea is enshrined in governmental

policy (Prezident Rossii, 2012). However, during Putin’s years in the

Kremlin, policies regarding nation-building have acquired two

important new attributes. First, as Oxana Shevel (2011)

demonstrated, the political leadership of post-Soviet Russia has been

deliberately ambiguous when defining the nation-building agenda.

This has allowed the political leadership to operate pragmatically,

even opportunistically, to pursue its goals by shifting the terms of

official discourse pertaining to geographical boundaries and to

membership of the Russian nation. Second, debates about Russian



national identity have become an efficient political tool, utilized in

the pursuit of aims which were not always directly connected with

nation-building issues.

The cynical deployment of conspiracy theories by political elites for

the purpose of national cohesion can be dated back to 2004, when

the Kremlin was faced with two serious challenges: the Beslan

terrorist attack in 2004 that took the lives of 333 people, including

186 children, and the ‘colour revolution’ in Ukraine. First, the

domestic threat posed by North Caucasian separatism was used to

limit the power of regional governors and assert the Kremlin’s

control over the regions. Explaining why there was no longer direct

election of governors after Beslan, First Deputy of the Presidential

Administration, Vladislav Surkov, stated that ‘unity of executive

power’ was achieved through unity of the nation, and justified the

political changes by reference to domestic threats:

We should all recognize that the enemy is at the gates. The

frontline goes through every city, every street, every house . . . in

a besieged country the fifth column of left- and right-wing

radicals has emerged . . . Fake liberals and real Nazis have a lot

in common. [They have] common sponsors from abroad. [They

have] common hatred towards Putin’s Russia, as they describe

it. In reality [it is a hatred towards] Russia as such. (Surkov,

cited in Kaftan, 2004)

At the same time, the defeat of the pro-Russian candidate Viktor

Yanukovich in Ukraine in 2004 caused concern that the transfer of

power to Putin’s successor in 2008 might not be as smooth as was

hoped. Describing the thoughts of the Russian political

establishment in the aftermath of Ukraine’s ‘Orange Revolution’ in

2005, Pavlovskii noted: ‘There was a feeling that somewhere around

these people [those protesting against the results of the presidential

elections], those regiments (polki) are gathering to take to the streets

of Moscow’ (Pavlovskii, cited in Putin, Russia and the West, 2012).

These events triggered a wave of conspiracy theories, which were

aimed at mobilizing Russians in support of Putin’s leadership and

against the purported threat of domestic subversion. This

mobilization was achieved largely by stirring up debate about

Russian national identity and the new Russian ideology (Finkel and



Brudny, 2013), with conspiracy theories playing a crucial role in this

process. Defined by Surkov as a sovereign democracy, Russia, in

official discourse, started to be juxtaposed to the West in terms of

political, national and religious differences. In the view of pro-

Kremlin intellectuals, Russian greatness and the country’s history of

determining the agenda of global politics were constantly being

challenged by European and American governments in an attempt to

undermine and split the country into numerous ‘puppet’ states.

Thomas Ambrosio noted (2009, pp. 71–9) that Surkov’s sovereign

democracy was one of the major discursive instruments invented by

the Kremlin to insulate Russia from democratization and to facilitate

an authoritarian backlash in the 2000s. The conspiratorial nature of

the concept was aimed not only at achieving obvious political

outcomes for the Kremlin, but also at the promotion of the new

nation-building project.

In this chapter, it will be argued that since the mid 2000s the

political elites of post-Soviet Russia, including top-ranking

politicians, have been making more use of the notion of the West as

the conspiring ‘Other’ for the purpose of nation-building. The

ambiguity of the nation-building agenda has enabled the Kremlin to

pursue pragmatic political goals, often aimed at the suppression of

political opposition. In this context, dividing society into ‘the people’

and the ‘Other’, by using conspiracy theories to facilitate social

cohesion, appear designed to meet the Kremlin’s goals: to boost

national cohesion in support of the regime and to suppress

opposition. However, Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012

marked a significant change in official discourse on national identity.

As the controversy around the Pussy Riot performance

demonstrates, at times which are considered critical for the Kremlin,

Russia’s political leadership and the state-aligned media promote a

less ambiguous image of the Russian nation: it is now Orthodox and

conservative.

Theorizing the New Russian Identity
Vladislav Surkov is one of the most intriguing and ingenious Russian

politicians of the post-Soviet era. He began his career as Mikhail

Khodorkovsky’s bodyguard in the turbulent period of Gorbachev’s



perestroika, but quickly evolved into highly ranked manager

responsible for public relations in Khodorkovsky’s company,

MENATEP. In 1999, he joined the Presidential Administration and

for twelve years was its deputy head, sharing responsibility for

domestic politics. An amateur writer and fan of American hip-hop

(Wikileaks, 2010), Surkov’s initiatives in many ways defined Putin’s

regime: the fear that the state would collapse without the strong

hand of a leader like Putin is among the central ideas of the 2000s

(Surkov, quoted in Voronin, 2013). More than a decade in the

Kremlin before his unexpected departure against the background of

the street protests of 2011, Surkov was something of a court

philosopher and chief designer of the ideological concepts behind

Russia’s authoritarian turn (Sakwa, 2011). The idea of Russia as

‘sovereign democracy’ is his favourite creation, though many Russia

observers criticize the concept for helping to preserve the worst

aspects of Putin’s Russia: isolationism, corruption and propaganda

(Judah, 2013).

On 17 May 2005, Surkov gave a speech at a closed session of

Delovaia Rossiia (Business Russia), a public association of Russian

businessmen, in which he identified Russia’s current priority as the

creation of a sovereign democracy and ‘a truly national elite’. The

then-head of Delovaia Rossiia, Boris Titov, later held that the

version of the speech which was disseminated by the press distorted

what Surkov had actually said (Stanovaia, 2005). All the same, the

issues raised in this version of the speech have not officially been

denied. Hence Surkov’s speech, at least in the form that leaked to the

press, offered an intellectual framework for subsequent public

debates on national identity. Furthermore, it was delivered only a

few weeks after Putin identified the collapse of the Soviet Union as a

‘major geopolitical disaster’. The articulation of these two ideas in

such a short space of time demonstrates growing concern among

political elites at this time about social cohesion, something which

was considered essential for the future stability of the regime.

In particular, Surkov was worried both about Russia’s territorial

integrity, and the colour revolutions in the CIS countries. He

considered concerns raised by the European Union, Finland and

Estonia about the supposed suppression of the cultural heritage of

the Finno-Ugric nationalities living in the Russian Federation as a



threat to Russia. Noting that the territories where these ethnic

groups lived were rich in oil, Surkov observed: ‘I am not a supporter

of conspiracy theories. However, it is obvious that this is a planned

action’ (Surkov, 2005). This remark served to encourage the

mobilization of political and business elites in support of the

government. At the same time, Surkov pointed to a lack of loyal elites

in Russia who could contribute to Russia’s development and resist

Western influence. He compared this to the political situation in the

last years of the Soviet Union:

Unfortunately, an enormous part of our bureaucracy views [the

vertical structures of power] with neither understanding nor

comprehension of the processes which are currently taking place

[in the country]. This is a problem of education and the

backwardness of [our] political culture. This was the reason why

the Soviet Union collapsed. This could become the cause of

Russia’s collapse. Whereas the Soviet Union collapsed with

majesty – it was a catastrophe worthy of a film – we shall decay

silently and that will be the end. (Surkov, 2005)

Reference to the Soviet collapse in both Putin’s and Surkov’s texts

demonstrates the centrality of this event in the elite’s interpretation

of affairs. It seems that the Kremlin’s leaders realized the hidden

potential of the Soviet collapse as a symbol. These two speeches,

although they both evoked the notion of the Soviet collapse, were

addressed to different audiences and aimed to shape perceptions of

the demise of the Soviet Union among different social groups and to

demonstrate its impact on post-1991 national identity. The absence

of public consensus about the Soviet collapse left a vacuum that the

political establishment could fill as it wished, a space in which to

shape a favourable identity discourse.

Surkov’s notion of Russian identity included a definition of the West

as Russia’s competitor rather than its enemy. This was a major shift

in thinking. In an interview with Der Spiegel, Surkov said: ‘The

people have attained a new sense of sobriety. The romantic days are

gone. We no longer have the feeling of being surrounded by enemies,

but rather by competitors’ (Klussmann and Mayr, 2005). No longer

seeing Russia as a besieged nation, but as one which could now

engage in acts of political pragmatism with the West, opened up a



new space for the populist expression of Russia’s inequality in

relation to ‘the foreign Other’; this would prove vital for further

conspiratorial mythmaking. That Surkov’s statement was made in an

interview with a leading European periodical was a way of suggesting

to the West that by the mid 2000s the Russian political elite, and

society at large, had developed greater open-mindedness and was

now interested in building relations with other countries because of

mutual economic interests.

Yet Surkov had a different, more conspiratorial message for his

domestic audience. In a speech addressed to activists of the United

Russia party, Surkov again put forward his pragmatic approach, but

this time he explicitly identified the Western protagonists who, in his

view, were interested in exploiting Russia’s natural resources:

If we are not going to rule ourselves, but entrust everything . . .

to transnational companies, to powerful nongovernmental

charitable organizations that dream of ways to bring us charity. .

. . Then I think they will leave us just what they consider

essential for us to live on, rather than what we would have kept

for ourselves. . . . That does not mean they are enemies. No, they

are competitors. . . . It is nothing personal. (Surkov, 2010, pp.

102–3)

It is this shift in the perception of the West – from enemy to shrewd

competitor – which helped to relocate anti-Western conspiracy

theories from the margins of Russian political discourse to its centre.

From now on, the idea of economic and political competition with

the West could be used by mainstream politicians and supported by

factual evidence taken, selectively, from the global political agenda.

With that reconceptualization of Russian–Western relations, the

language of anti-Western conspiracy became an inherent part of

mainstream political discourse.

Surkov’s comparison of Russia and Europe, as made in a range of

texts on sovereign democracy, had two important particularities.

First, he admitted that Russia was a European country, despite

attempts by some Russian nationalists to see it as something

separate. In an article entitled Natsionalizatsiia budushchego (The

Nationalization of the Future), Surkov stressed the importance of

pragmatism in establishing relations with other European countries:



We should note again that the people living to the West of

Russia vary in their attitudes: there are those who want to

subjugate her [Russia] and those who are counting on a

mutually beneficial partnership. To the former, our democracy

can show its determination to maintain its sovereignty, and to

the latter it can show openness, flexibility and productive

cooperation. Not falling out with Europe and keeping close to

the West are essential elements in the construction

(konstruirovaniia) of Russia. (Surkov, 2006a)

On the one hand, this strategy of improving relations with European

countries by depicting them as a complex conglomerate of opinions

could provide a basis for Russia’s integration into European and

global institutions. Russia’s future is inherently connected with that

of Europe, and this seems to be one of the pillars on which Surkov’s

political philosophy is built (Mäkinen, 2011). On the other hand,

Surkov’s emphasis on the groups which, he alleges, stand to gain

from Russia’s collapse, for economic and political reasons, became

the basis for the dissemination of his anti-Western conspiratorial

discourse. Indeed, as Andrey Tsygankov demonstrates, some

political circles inside the USA do have anti-Russian views, regularly

take a critical stance on developments in the post-Soviet space, and

urge the US government to enact harsher policies towards Russia

(Tsygankov, 2009). The dichotomy in Surkov’s representation of the

West has challenged a dominant perception of the West as a single,

undifferentiated entity. However, an analysis of domestic and

international events put forward by public intellectuals (which we

shall discuss later) focused in particular on groups with an economic

or political interest in Russia’s collapse. As a result, the public was

provided with what at first seemed like a sophisticated description of

global events, but which once again turned into a one-dimensional

picture of Russia under threat from the malign activities of powerful

political groups in the West.

The supposed equality of Russia and the West as actors on the global

political stage was another important factor in the dissemination of

conspiracy theories in Russia. According to Laclau, in populist

movements ‘the people’ identify with each other because of the

contrasting image of ‘the Other’. It is imperative that these two actors

– ‘the people’ and ‘the Other’ – be seen as equals: this is what creates



social frontiers and distinguishes ‘the people’ from their enemy, ‘the

Other’, which prevents them from achieving their demands. This

maintenance of the social environment is achieved by means of a

popular, universal demand, what Laclau defines as ‘the elementary

form of building-up of the social link’ (2005b, p. 35). In this case, the

Kremlin’s demand was the creation of a new national identity of

sovereign Russians, which was hard to achieve because of Western

resistance. Using a populist form of discourse, Surkov expressed the

division of the social sphere into ‘the power’, embodied by the West

as a whole, and ‘an underdog’, represented by a sovereign and

democratic Russia. In this context, the term ‘sovereignty’ became the

empty signifier through which all the demands of the Russian people

could be expressed (Laclau, 2005a, pp. 97–9). No matter what the

problem, and whether it was experienced by an individual or by a

social group in Russia, it would be solved once the nation became

sovereign and self-sufficient. It should be noted that Laclau’s theory

treated populism as a manifestation of anti-elitist attitudes on the

part of ordinary people, who seek to challenge the ruling elites. The

case of Surkov’s sovereign democracy proves that populist rhetoric

can be used successfully by the elites themselves to reinforce their

claim to power.

In fact, Russia’s status as ‘an underdog’ in relation to Europe was

further reinforced by Surkov’s critical portrayal of Russia as ‘a badly

illuminated outskirt of Europe, but not Europe yet’ (Surkov, 2005).

Surkov managed to transform ‘a simple request’ from both political

elites and the Russian people for a clear understanding of Russian

identity into, to use Laclau’s term, the ‘fighting demand’ of the

Russian people to become a nation. He did this by exploiting the

belief that certain aspects of Russia were underdeveloped when

compared with Europe (Laclau, 2005b, p. 38). The ability to compete

with the West in global politics required social mobilization and

national unity, which were expressed in Surkov’s concept of a

sovereign democracy.

The basis for this ‘demand’ was the notion of Russian greatness and

her ability to determine a political agenda in the world, in contrast to

the lesser ability of certain other countries in the post-Soviet space to

do so:



Russians, the people of Russia, have been a people with a state

for 500 years. We are a nation that is used to statehood. Unlike

many of our friends from the Soviet Union and plenty of other

countries, we always had the idea of the state. . . .
1
 They were

provinces of one country, they will become provinces of another.

I cannot imagine Russians, people from Russia, who would

think like this: ‘Now we shall meld with someone else, we shall

run off to them, and they will cuddle us and comfort us and rule

over us’. And we have got no one to blame but ourselves for what

has happened to us. And we have got nowhere to run, except

back home. Here is another – and for me, actually, the most

important – reason why Russia should be a self-reliant state that

influences world politics. (2010, pp. 103–4)

Pointing at the countries which underwent regime change after the

colour revolutions, Surkov inadvertently exposed the neo-imperial

character of his model of nation-building. By making European

integration a key issue in their political agendas, the leaders of

Georgia and Ukraine had posed a serious challenge to Russian

dominance in the post-Soviet space. The new political elites of these

countries articulated their ambition to join the EU and NATO, which,

in turn, for certain sections of the Russian elite, meant the decline of

their own influence and an end to plans to restore Russia’s former

glory (Tolz, 2001, pp. 238–40). In the 2005 speech, Surkov

expressed more bluntly the idea that the former Soviet republics had

been dependent on Russia and her policies: ‘They were drawn on the

maps by Russian politicians of the past. . . . We were in the co-

creative process, coworking with the world powers to re-arrange the

world’ (Surkov, 2005).

The idea of Russian greatness was amplified by the notion that the

Russian people were ‘the tireless masters’ of their own fate. Surkov

saw ethnic Russians as the core of the nation; they were inherently

tolerant and had created a ‘special Russian political culture’ which

was aiming at interethnic peace (Surkov, 2006a). Again, this points

to the imperial roots of the Russian nation-building model and

reiterates some of the ideas developed by the Slavophiles in the

nineteenth century. Against this backround, the tragedy of the Soviet

collapse, which also destroyed the imperial foundations of Russian

statehood, could be given even more emphasis. In fact, the Soviet



collapse acquired an important function in defining the political

‘Other’ in domestic politics. The rise of Russian ethnic nationalism in

the 2000s (Verkhovsky, 2016) was described by Surkov as a

‘nationalist-isolationist’ issue and an internal threat to Russian

territorial integrity. The break-up of the Soviet Union had also been

the result of a resurgence of Russian nationalism during Gorbachev’s

perestroika:

There was a time when we were told that the Kazakhs,

Ukrainians and other comrades were a mill-stone round

Russia’s neck. . . . What was the result? We lost half of the

country [in 1991], half of the population, half of the economy,

and so forth. And if we believe that today these guys or those

guys are to blame for everything, then we shall lose another half

of the country and another half of the economy. (Surkov, 2006b)

Surkov was particularly critical of the demand by ethnic Russian

nationalists that part of the North Caucasus be separated from the

Russian Federation. Linking this to the Soviet collapse gave the

political establishment and pro-government intellectuals a powerful

tool with which to delegitimize the ideology of the Russian

nationalists, who often attacked Putin’s policies as anti-Russian.

Nationalists were depicted as a ‘fifth column’ funded by foreign

sponsors. The existence of an internal enemy served as one of the

main pillars of Surkov’s schema (Surkov, quoted in Kaftan, 2004).

Oligarchs in cahoots with liberals, who were alleged to be working

with foreign sponsors, constituted another ‘subversive group’.

Labelled as ‘radicals’, who would normally inhabit ‘the fringes of

democracy’, this group was portrayed as the second main threat to

the democratic development of Russia (Surkov, 2006a). The main

danger of these critics was their ‘malign corruption’ of national

values; they achieved this by depicting Russia as an inefficient state;

this caused internal conflict and opened the way for a ‘soft takeover’

(miagkoe pogloshchenie) by foreign countries:



The methods of the Orange Revolution show that very clearly. I

cannot say that this is no longer an issue, because if they

managed to do it in four countries, then why not in a fifth? I do

not think these attempts will be limited to 2007 and 2008. Our

foreign friends could somehow try to repeat them in the future. .

. . There is one real medicine here – to create a nationally-

oriented class in Russian society. (Surkov, 2010, p. 108)

The various internal and external political actors referred to in

Surkov’s speeches were used to form the category of the ‘Other’, who

was involved in conspiracy against the Russian nation. The use of the

word ‘foreign’ (inozemnyi) in the above quotation served to further

alienate the West in Russians’ eyes. This argument, as we shall see,

provided pro-Putin politicians and intellectuals with a tool with

which to neutralize opposing political views.

The notion of Russia as a sovereign democracy makes it possible to

juxtapose the subversive ‘Other’ to the sovereign Russian nation

(rossiiskaia natsiia), and to emphasize its absolute supremacy in

determining domestic policy. In his definition of ‘the people’, Surkov

paid tribute to their civic character and quoted the Russian

constitution: ‘The bearer of sovereignty and the only source of power

in the Russian Federation shall be its multinational people’ (Surkov,

2006a). The democratically elected president Putin, who represented

the majority of the people and their historical greatness, provided the

basis for this sovereignty (Orlov, 2006, p. 6).

According to Surkov, in contrast to the 1990s, when Russia’s future

was decided from Washington, it was Putin who now provided the

Russian people with democratic elections, enabling the majority to

decide on the nation’s future. In this way Surkov was claiming that

the popular demand for real democracy was realized by Putin in the

2000s (Surkov, 2010, p. 98). The majority of the population had

voted for him, and he had then turned Russian dreams into reality:

to turn Russia into a sovereign nation and reinstate the Law and the

Constitution. Hence ‘Putin’s majority’ rule the country in accordance

with the principles of democracy, and any attempt to undermine this

situation, from within the country or from abroad, is illegitimate and

threatens the country’s stability.



Any parties or individuals who expressed criticism of Putin’s regime

were automatically perceived as a potential threat to the legitimacy

of the Kremlin. When describing the opposition, Surkov’s adviser,

Pavlovskii, clearly stated that ‘existing Russian opposition parties

may be working with outside forces to engineer a Ukrainian-style

revolution against Putin. That would rob Russian rule of legitimacy,

while the decision-making centre would shift to another force – one

outside Russia’ (Pavlovskii, quoted in Weir, 2005). The national

elite’s concern with Russian sovereignty and the lack of national

unity generated a range of intellectual projects to facilitate national

cohesion. These projects contributed to the public promotion of the

idea of Russian greatness as a key factor in the development of

Russian national identity.

The United States as Russia’s ‘Other’
In the mid 2000s, the role of Russia’s main ‘conspiring Other’ was

assigned to the USA, whose active foreign policy in several regions,

which the Kremlin regarded as part of Russia’s sphere of influence,

caused major concern among the Russian political establishment.

Immediately after 1991, when Russia and the West were enjoying a

period of friendship and cooperation, a chain of events (the

expansion of NATO, a lack of cooperation during the crisis in

Yugoslavia, US criticism of the Chechen war) ensured that Russian

elites became disillusioned with the West, and this led them to

reconsider the Kremlin’s foreign policy agenda (Trenin, 2011). US

attempts to dominate in post-Soviet space triggered fear in the

Kremlin that Russia could lose its dominant position in post-Soviet

space and, with it, any chance of re-establishing itself as a global

power. This triggered conspiracy theories about attempts on the part

of the US government to undermine Russian integrity and destroy

the country’s economic potential by intervening in its neighbouring

states. The search for Russian identity thus became closely related to

issues on the global political agenda; Russian policies were

constantly juxtaposed with US attempts to achieve global domination

by means of Russia’s destruction.

In Surkov’s view, Russia’s primary goal was to defend her own

sovereignty and identity by resisting the efforts of certain



governments to gain global supremacy, with the help of bands of

terrorists and criminal gangs. Sustaining sovereign democracy in

Russia, according to Surkov, would guarantee a prosperous future

for the nation and enable her to make great historical achievements

(Surkov, 2006a). It should be noted that Surkov never provided any

explicit conspiratorial analysis of US policies regarding Russia.
2
 On

the contrary, according to Wikileaks cables from the US embassy in

Moscow, Surkov considered himself an Anglophile and admired the

US as a ‘generous and humane country, a model for Russia’

(Wikileaks, 2010). However, despite Surkov’s positive view of

Western culture, his conceptual framework provided pro-Kremlin

intellectuals and journalists with the intellectual means to engage in

unfettered anti-Western conspiratorial mythmaking.

In contrast to Surkov’s representation of the West as a complex and

pluralistic community, Russian political elites became actively

involved in producing and spreading conspiracy theories about

Russia and the West that amalgamated images of the USA and West

European countries to create a single political actor hostile to Russia.

As a former Moscow mayor put it, historically, the West hated Russia

because of its political and religious, as well as ethical, differences.

Unlike the West, the Russian nation was not focused on financial

profits, and maintained its old traditions – primarily Orthodox

Christianity and the collective spirit (Luzhkov, 2007). The

dominance of the USA in global politics was presented as evidence of

an anti-Russian conspiracy; this became particularly clear in relation

to US international policies after the Cold War. The head of the

Russian Constitutional Court, Valerii Zor’kin, contended that the

very sovereignty of nation states was under threat from American

politicians and ideologues of the New World Order who promoted

the process of globalization (Zor’kin, 2006). Zor’kin’s remark

suggests that by the mid 2000s, Russian political elites had

internalized conspiracy theories which were traditionally popular in

the USA and European countries.

The range of ideas used in anti-Western conspiracy discourse has

increased in accordance with the introduction of new terms into the

mainstream political discourse, such as vashingtonskii obkom (The

Washington Regional Party Committee) and rukovodiashchie krugi

SShA (ruling circles of the USA). These terms are derived from



Soviet propaganda and constitute an example of how post-Soviet

political discourse assimilates the symbolic constructions of the

Soviet past. Moreover, prominent media and government

representatives have facilitated the entry of these notions into

mainstream political discourse by actively using them in public.

The first term, vashingtonskii obkom, identifies the US government

in Washington as the centre of anti-Russian conspiracy. Originally,

this term was used by Russian nationalists to infer that the US

administration was having an influence on the policies of Yeltsin’s

government. It was then gradually transferred to mainstream

political discourse and became an important political symbol

(Maslov, 2007). Dmitrii Rogozin, who has served as Deputy Prime

Minister, Russian ambassador to NATO and Duma deputy, described

public protests in the aftermath of the Russian parliamentary

elections in December 2011 as ‘vashingtonskii obkom in action’

(Regional’nyi sait Kostanaiskoi oblasti, 2011). After his appointment

as Deputy Prime Minister in January 2012, Rogozin developed this

idea and claimed that Putin was defending the Russian people from

the hegemony of the vashingtonskii obkom (Rogozin, 2012). Putin’s

economic adviser Sergei Glaz’ev repeated this idea of a

‘vashingtonskii obkom’ in relation to the crisis in Ukraine (Glaz’ev,

2014), while Putin himself suggested that the ‘vashingtonskii obkom’

did not allow US politicians to attend the Victory Day ceremony in

Moscow in 2015 (Putin, 2015).

The other term, rukovodiashchie krugi SShA, has been used in anti-

Western conspiratorial discourse to describe groups of American and

European politicians who are critical of Russia’s policies. It has also

been linked to the language of Soviet propaganda about the

‘managing circles of the imperialistic bourgeoisie of the USA and

England’ (rukovodiashchie krugi imperialisticheskoi burzhuazii

SShA i Anglii). For example, Aleksei Pushkov, a prominent journalist

and, since 2011, deputy in the state Duma, wrote in the aftermath of

the Russo-Georgian war in 2008 that ‘the managing circles of the

USA will not come to terms with the existence of an independent

Russia any time soon. If we intend to assert our right to

independence, we shall have to fight for it’ (Pushkov, 2009, p. 225).



Another important aspect of anti-American conspiratorial discourse

is the perception that American politicians are fearful of Russia’s

growing power (Gorianin, 2009). Veronika Krasheninnikova,

Director General of the Institute for Foreign Policy Research and

Initiatives, wrote (2007, p. 306) that the American neoconservatives’

hatred of Russia originated in Russia’s unique ability to challenge the

United States’ liberal global messianism. This was particularly

evident during the Cold War, when there was competition between

the two different ideologies. Following the general narrative of

Surkov’s speeches, Krasheninnikova claimed that the USA held a

variety of perceptions of Russia. However, she concluded (p. 383),

without providing any references, that: ‘As some historians have

said, other countries have to be either America’s colonies or its

enemies’. Hence despite claiming to provide a balanced analysis of

American policies in relation to Russia, her arguments supported the

idea of a US conspiracy against Russia.

One of the important trends in the development of anti-American

conspiratorial narratives during the 2000s was their gradual

absorption into official political discourse. In fact, the state

leadership implicitly supported certain conspiratorial claims, thus

legitimizing their existence in the public space. For example, in

December 2006 the government’s daily newspaper, Rossiiskaia

gazeta, published an interview with Boris Ratnikov, the former

general of the Federal Guard Service, who seemed to think he could

read the mind of the former US Secretary of State, Madeleine

Albright:

In the thoughts of Madam Albright we discovered a pathological

hatred of the Slavs. She was outraged by the fact that Russia

possessed the biggest mineral reserves in the world. According

to her, in future Russia’s resources should be administered not

by one country, but by humankind, under the control of the US,

of course. (Ptichkin, 2006)

This idea was further developed a year later during a presidential

press conference, when Putin was asked by Aleksandr Sibert, a

worker from Novosibirsk, about Albright’s thoughts on the

redistribution of Siberian resources. Putin admitted that he did not

know about this, but that he was aware that such ideas existed in the



heads of ‘certain politicians’ (Putin, 2007a). This remark became a

reference point for anti-Western propaganda during the

parliamentary elections of 2007; it was then used to strengthen the

image of a ‘conspiring America’ and its allies within Russia

(Smolchenko, 2007). However, in 2014, when the reference to

Albright’s statement was reiterated again by Putin, both Ratnikov

and Sibert refused to accept that Albright had actually stated these

words. In fact, Ratnikov stated that he never met the US Secretary of

State (Krechetnikov, 2015).

This episode illustrates the process of the development and

dissemination of anti-Western conspiracy theories in the public

space, and the role played by top-ranking politicians in this process.

Firstly, the claim about Albright appeared in an article in an official,

state-funded newspaper as part of a far-reaching conspiracy theory.

It subsequently appeared on several news websites (Noskov, 2007;

Trukhachev, 2008), and this helped to spread the theory among

various audiences which were not made up only of conspiracy

theorists and their fans. Putin’s television interview was a major

political event and led to further dissemination of the idea. In these

press conferences, the questions addressed to the president are often

chosen because they tackle important current issues and make it

possible for the president to express the desired interpretation of

these issues, or they bring up other issues which are important for

the Kremlin (Kozlov et al., 2017). Accordingly, it is possible that the

question about Albright’s views was selected by Putin’s political

advisers for strategic reasons: to encourage alarmist views of the

West’s threat to Russian national resources, and to personify the

plotter, as had been done in other conspiracy hoaxes. Although Putin

claimed to be unfamiliar with the statement which Albright never

made (Krechetnikov, 2015), it is likely that he played a key role in

legitimizing this allegation in the public sphere.

‘Nashi’: The Creation of Anti-Western
National Elites
The activities of the youth movement Nashi (Ours) constitute one of

the most significant examples of how anti-Western conspiracy



theories have been used to establish greater social cohesion among

young Russians and to use a particular version of nation-building

discourse in support of the Kremlin’s policies. The movement was

often presented by pro-Kremlin speakers as a career path for young

people in Putin’s Russia but its real aim was to prevent possible

street unrest during the forthcoming elections.

Pro-Kremlin political elites were shaken by the participation of youth

groups in the revolutions in Ukraine and Georgia (Finkel and

Brudny, 2012, p. 18). These groups had shown that they were

effective at street action; they were a constituency that the Kremlin

would ignore at its peril in the 2007–8 elections. In the post-Soviet

period, neither pro-Kremlin political parties nor opposition

organizations managed to create a well-functioning movement which

could mobilize large groups of young people. The main impediment

was perhaps the complete lack of any conceptual framework which

could unite this highly disparate and fragmented social stratum.

Accordingly, high on the Kremlin’s agenda was the need to create a

political identity for young Russians who were supportive of the

regime, and perhaps, in the long term, to turn this movement into a

successful example of civil society (Hemment, 2012).

Nashi first appeared on the political scene in February 2005,

defining themselves as a ‘Youth Democratic Anti-fascist Movement’

with the goal of ‘making Russia a global leader for the twenty-first

century’ (Manifest, n.d.). However, the journalists who attended the

movement’s first meetings described its main goal as resisting the

threat of ‘the external control of the country’ (Kashin, 2005b). The

very name of the movement, Nashi (Ours), was a linguistic symbol

distinguishing ‘Us’ from ‘Them’. The community of young Russians

united under its banner attacked opposition activists, criticized

political elites, and accused international foundations of

representing interests and values foreign to Russian society

(Blomfield, 2006). Although scholars, not without reason, tend to see

the movement as a form of civil activism (see Atwal, 2009), we will

focus here on a single ideological aspect of Nashi’s activities –

nation-building.

The name Nashi was originally used by a controversial nationalist

reporter and former Duma deputy, Aleksandr Nevzorov, for his own



movement. This was established in November 1991 as a reaction to

the failure of the August 1991 coup. Its members called for Yeltsin’s

removal from power and for the restoration of the Soviet state.

Nevzorov claimed in 1991 that: ‘Every proper citizen of Russia, deep

in his soul, dreams about the GKChP, because in reality the country

is occupied by the enemy’ (Zakharov, 2011). This conspiratorial

narrative of foreign occupation, which became a commonplace in

nationalist opposition ideology throughout the post-Soviet period,

helped Nevzorov to mobilize supporters and become a parliamentary

deputy. However, he later admitted that in the 2000s Surkov had

personally asked him to ‘donate’ the name to his youth project

(Levkovich, 2012). This is another demonstration of the fact that the

conspiratorial rhetoric concerning the Soviet collapse, which

possessed such strong potential for social mobilization in the 1990s,

was, in the 2000s, relocated from the nationalist margins to

mainstream political discourse and became a political tool for the

development of social cohesion.

By the time the main principles of a sovereign democracy were

formulated, Nashi had already organized two events, both of which

related to the memory of the Second World War and the Russian

resistance to fascism. On 15 May 2005, Nashi organized a

demonstration in the centre of Moscow of some sixty thousand

young people who, according to the movement’s leader, Vasilii

Iakemenko, ‘took up the torch from war veterans [and took it] to the

struggle for Russia’s independence’ (Korobov, 2005). These actions,

which were extensively covered by the state-aligned television

channels, were aimed at creating the impression of a large mass of

young people concerned about the country’s future.

Conspiratorial rhetoric was at the centre of Nashi’s ideology; this was

supposedly a community of ‘the people’ who were resisting the West

in their struggle to ensure Russia’s survival. In his address to

participants of the movement’s first summer camp, held in 2005,

Pavlovskii followed the main thrusts of Surkov’s ideology:



European civilization has a different mentality; it always needs

an enemy, especially in periods when everything is good. It

happened with the Jews at the end of the nineteenth and the

beginning of the twentieth centuries. Now it is happening with

the Russians. Nowadays, for the West, the Russians are – let us

face it – the main outcasts, no matter how good we are. (Kashin,

2005a)

Nashi’s nation-building rhetoric adopted two main positions. First, it

appealed to the memory of the Second World War, which was the

most uncontestable and powerful narrative in post-Soviet Russia

public consciousness. Second, it emphasized the anti-fascist views of

its members, and that Russia’s multi-culturalism was the key to the

country’s prosperity. As stated in its manifesto:

The clash of civilizations can kill Russia, as it has already killed

the Soviet Union. Our aim is to prevent the expansion of the

ideas of fascism, aggressive nationalism, religious intolerance

and separatism, which threaten the unity and territorial

integrity of Russia. (Manifest, n.d.)

Supporting a multi-cultural Russia served as a positive element in

social cohesion and community building. Nashi articulated a civic

model of national cohesion: a prosperous Russia could be built if

Russian youth shared the idea of racial, religious and cultural

solidarity. This could account for the fact that Nashi’s manifesto

contained only the civic term, rossiiskii, and made no reference to

the ethnicallyassociated term, russkii.

The intention was to share this ideology of Russian multi-culturalism

with the majority of Russian youth who, according to the manifesto’s

authors, would replace the ‘defeatist generation of the 1980s’

(pokolenie porazhentsev) which had destroyed the Soviet Union.

These ‘defeatists’ consisted of so-called oligarchs and radical

nationalists (or ‘fascists’) who were both allegedly under the control

of the West. These groups were considered to be the main threat to

the country’s stability. Nashi defined them as ‘the unnatural union of

liberals and fascists, Westernizers and ultranationalists,

international funds and international terrorists’, who, despite their

differences, were united by their common hatred of Putin (Manifest,

n.d.).



Nashi’s call for the current elites to be replaced was supposed to

serve as another factor in political cohesion among young Russians.

Defining the ruling class as ‘defeatists’ backed by oligarchs and

international foundations, Nashi was at the same time attempting to

valorize the civic, state-framed model of Russian nation-building and

promote it as something worth defending from international

conspiracy. Building its ideology based on anti-fascism and the

memory of the war, it served to promote patriotic ideas and bind

them together with notions about conspiracy.

The nation-building strategies of Nashi were mainly aimed at the

development of a civic model of Russian nationhood by attracting

potential members by the anti-fascist rhetoric. Still, since it was

largely based on conspiratorial notions, Nashi’s ideology mainly

served as a Kremlin’s political tool with which to suppress those

opposing the political establishment on the eve of the 2007

parliamentary elections. As Maya Atwal and Edwin Bacon noted

(2012, p. 265), Nashi was able to engage in contentious politics

which United Russia could not do because of the constraints imposed

on the formal political arena. Nashi’s failure to prevent the

opposition rallies in 2011–12 resulted in the decline of the

movement, and many of its former leaders then embarked upon

political or business careers. However, the Kremlin experimented

with other conspiratorial concepts in its attempt to define the

Russian nation, and disseminated them through campaigns

publicized on the state-aligned television channels. Most of the ideas

put forward during these campaigns would be used whenever the

regime was challenged by waves of protest, especially after 2012.

‘The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of
Byzantium’
From the beginning of the 1990s, pseudo-historical books explaining

how the origins of contemporary events could be traced back to

conspiracies in the past became bestsellers (Sheiko and Brown,

2014). As Laruelle (2012, p. 580) notes, the conspiratorial

interpretation of the past, which in the post-Soviet period created a

large corpus of books on an alternative Russian history, is a powerful



promoter of national cohesion. Ideas about the greatness of the

Russian imperial order and the malevolent intrigues behind the

Soviet collapse created a comfortable intellectual environment for

these ideas to become popular. By the late 2000s, pro-Kremlin

public intellectuals had realized the value of biased historical

accounts in constructing a national identity. Politicians and public

intellectuals employed a range of historical ‘facts’ in books and

television programmes to convey a political message and turn

conspiracy theories into a legitimate element of popular discourse.

For instance, Russian minister of culture Vladimir Medinskii has, by

means of a series of books on the myths about Russia and anti-

Russian plots, made a successful career as a writer and high-profile

bureaucrat (Parfitt, 2017).

One of the most obvious cases was the film Gibel’ Imperii:

Vizantiiskii urok (The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium)

which was broadcast on 30 January 2008 on the state television

channel Rossiia. The presenter of the film, Archimandrite Tikhon

(Shevkunov), was the Superior of Moscow’s Sretensky Monastery,

and apparently has close relations with Putin (Korobov, 2008;

Clover, 2013). In the film, Tikhon narrates his version of the collapse

of the Byzantine Empire. Supported by a dynamic promotional

campaign and praised after its screening by the pro-government

press, the film produced a heated media debate among Russian

intellectuals about parallels between Russian and Byzantine history

(Borodina, 2008).

In Tikhon’s view, the collapse of the Byzantine Empire was largely

due to the West, whose economic and political interests were

represented by Byzantine intellectuals and unfaithful oligarchs.

Supposedly the West had stolen from Byzantium in order to create

the conditions for its own economic prosperity, which, in turn,

helped transform the then-barbarous European states into civilized

countries. In the words of Tikhon, one of the greatest Byzantine

rulers, Emperor Basyl II,



took tough measures to enforce a vertical power structure,

quelled all separatist movements in the outlying territories, and

suppressed rebellious governors and oligarchs, who were

preparing to dismember the empire. Then he ‘purged’ the

government and confiscated huge sums of stolen money.

(Archimandrite Tikhon (Shevkunov), 2008)

However, Basyl II’s legacy was soon squandered by his corrupt and

weak successors, who, most importantly, allowed the emergence of a

‘national question’ in this multi-ethnic empire. Hence one of the

most important issues in the film is the collapse of the Byzantine

empire due to a foreign conspiracy. Apparently, this has been taken

by the film’s authors as a covert reference to the Soviet collapse.

According to Tikhon, the multi-ethnic people of the Byzantine

Empire lived in harmony, unified by Orthodox Christianity. The

West, which he depicted as rude and greedy, despised this

attachment to Orthodox Christianity and wanted to break the empire

up into nation states. Its promotion of the idea of the nation state

convinced the Greeks, ‘the state-forming nation’, that they should

claim independence from other nations. As a result, the Balkan

region became a battleground of different religious groups, whose

calls for independence were supported by the West.

This portrayal of the ethnic situation in the Byzantine Empire is

accompanied in the film by impressive pictures which connects the

events of the Byzantine past with post-Soviet history. In one episode,

a map of the empire shows an independent Serbia and Bulgaria

respectively coloured yellow and blue, which implicitly makes

reference to the Ukrainian national flag. At the same time, the

concept of ‘enmity’ within the empire is visually reinforced by images

of people fighting, of oranges falling on the street, and of a man

calmly walking along with his face covered by a Venetian carnival

mask – a clear reference to the Americans in the post-Soviet

countries. Moreover, to emphasize the comparison with the USA,

Tikhon describes Venice as the ‘New York of the 13th century’

(Archimandrite Tikhon (Shevkunov), 2008).

This interpretation of the Byzantine collapse makes implicit

reference to both the Soviet collapse as described by Surkov, and to

current political developments in the CIS. It should also be noted



that Tikhon depicted the West as a single entity, a competitor which

was ‘only pursuing its own interests’ (Archimandrite Tikhon

(Shevkunov), 2008). This narrative thread, repeated several times

throughout the film, has its origins in Surkov’s conceptualization.

This use of anti-Western conspiracy theories in a prime-time

television programme was again aimed at moving the anti-Western

conspiracy narrative into the mainstream of Russian political

discourse.

The film departed from Surkov’s approach in one respect, however.

This was its emphasis on Orthodox Christianity as the foundation of

Byzantine and, by association, Russian identity. It was the growth

and domination of pro-Western views among Byzantine intellectuals

that supposedly destroyed their community cohesion. For this

reason, the Turks were able to conquer the empire, while the West

offered it no help in resisting them. The visual background to this

point was a painting depicting Judas kissing Jesus. According to the

film, the legitimacy of the imperial heritage and Byzantine greatness

were transferred to Russia through Orthodox Christianity. Hence

Tikhon explicitly refers to ‘Moscow [as] the Third Rome’, stressing

Russia’s messianic role in world history. To make this point, he

draws on a large body of pre-revolutionary ideas which were largely

based on Orthodox beliefs, and which have been sporadically

disseminated in popular literature and post-Soviet pseudo-historic

research. Using some of Surkov’s concepts allowed Tikhon to depict

Orthodox Christianity as a necessary, but just one, marker of

national identification.

Most of the public speakers – intellectuals and media professionals –

who expressed support to Tikhon’s film emphasized the political,

cultural and spiritual similarities between Russia and the Byzantine

Empire, noting his references to the impact of the ‘Byzantine

heritage’ on Russian history. Narochnitskaia – an active participant

in discussions about the film – claimed that Byzantium was Russia’s

foremother. She referred to Arnold Toynbee’s essay, Russia’s

Byzantine Heritage (1947, pp. 82–95), in which he argued that

Russians as well as Byzantines always had to try to protect

themselves from the Western conqueror, Narochnitskaia maintained

that Toynbee, an acknowledged Western historian, had discovered

the cause of the West’s contempt for Russia. The Byzantine heritage



made Russia a powerful actor in global politics and the centre of a

significant non-Western civilization. The debates about the film, in

Narochnitskaia’s view, demonstrated the timeliness of defining

Russia’s national idea (Narochnitskaia, 2008).

Tikhon’s film was shown again on 9 February 2008 on the talk show

Natsional’nyi interes (The National Interest) on the channel Rossiia;

it was hosted by Dmitrii Kiselev, who would soon become the

mouthpiece of state-produced conspiracy theories. The film was

followed by an organized discussion in which both Tikhon and

Narochnitskaia took part. Narochnitskaia emphasized that the

Russians were a particularly spiritual people in comparison to those

in the West, and this had led them to think about their nation’s world

mission as soon as the ‘famine’ (golod) of the 1990s had been

resolved. Tikhon argued that liberal freedoms became an instrument

of suppression in Russia, and that the West used them to pursue its

economic goals in relation to the country (Natsional’nyi interes,

2008). Four of the five guests agreed that the way to build a strong

nation was to recreate the Russian empire; only this could tie the

Russian nation together.

Tikhon’s film and the subsequent discussion were examples of the

instrumental use of Christianity in shaping the vision of the Russian

nation. While we cannot know for sure because such information is

not in the public domain, it is likely that the Kremlin exploited

Russians’ trust in the Orthodox Church to promote its political

agenda. Sociological research carried out in 2008 demonstrated that

approximately 65 per cent of the population trusted the Church, and

that this was seen by the Kremlin as an attractive resource which it

could utilize (Gudkov et al., 2008, pp. 28–9). Having a priest as the

film’s narrator served to indicate that Orthodoxy was one of the

crucial markers of Russian national identity. However, the religious

components of national identity, as identified both in the film and in

the discussion, were overlaid with the ideas circulating in current

politics. In the talk show, there was virtually no discussion of the

impact of Orthodoxy on the Russian identity; the guests were more

concerned with criticizing the Russian opposition and the West. The

appeal to Orthodoxy hence appears to have been another element in

the Kremlin’s somewhat ambiguous nation-building agenda; it was

using public trust in the Church to help develop social cohesion. It is



worth noting that the attempt to promote the Kremln’s model of

nation-building was articulated through anti-Western conspiracy

theories and broadcast prime-time on the major state television

channel. This Kremlin approach to developing social cohesion, as we

shall see, was even more evident during the campaign against Pussy

Riot in 2012.

Pussy Riot: Making a Nation of the ‘Soviet
Orthodox People’
Using the narrative of conspiracy in relation to the Orthodox religion

became an important trope at the time of the 2012 presidential

campaign. Patriarch Kirill stated, in his address on 7 January 2012,

that the Russians’ strong faith caused their enemies and ill-wishers

to hate them (Revenko, 2012). This address made it clear that Kirill

was actively involved in Putin’s campaign; this made him the butt of

much criticism, with the performance by the band Pussy Riot dealing

the most controversial attack.

On 21 February 2012, six women from the all-female band Pussy

Riot performed a so-called ‘punk-prayer’ at the Cathedral of Christ

the Saviour in Moscow, in which they called on the Mother of God to

drive Putin away. Almost two weeks later three members of the band

were arrested. This incident garnered more publicity than all of the

scandals which had emerged in the spring of 2012 in relation to the

head of the Russian Orthodox Church. One of these concerned a

lawsuit which revealed that Kirill owned an expensive flat in the

centre of Moscow; Kirill wanted his neighbour, Iurii Shevchenko, to

pay compensation of approximately £400,000 because of dust which

had entered his apartment during the renovation of Shevchenko’s

apartment. Later, it was revealed by bloggers that Kirill owned an

extremely expensive watch – a gold Breguet, worth around

£19,000.00 – when an attempt to airbrush it from his photo on the

official Church website failed because its reflection could be seen in

the polished table he was sitting at (Weaver, 2012). The authorities

initially treated the Pussy Riot performance as ‘hooliganism’;

however, soon the case against them escalated into something much



more significant. According to the state-aligned media, their critique

of the Church posed a major threat to Russian statehood.

Numerous television programmes, as well as interviews given by

politicians and pro-Kremlin intellectuals, had begun to depict

Orthodoxy as the key element in both Russian identity and the

Russian state, and the foundation of Russian greatness (V Kontekste:

Chto stoit za aktsiei ‘Pussy Riot’ v Khrame Khrista Spasitelia, 2012;

Gavrov, 2012). Accordingly, by April 2012, the Pussy Riot incident,

and, in particular, their attack on the Church, had acquired a

distinctive conspiratorial character. This approach was actively

disseminated in the media. On 3 April, Kirill stated that the Russian

Orthodox Church had become the victim of an ‘information war’

(informatsionnaia voina) (Sopova, 2012). This date was the turning

point in a media campaign against Pussy Riot.

From April 2012, the notion of a war against the Orthodox Church

dominated the speeches of pro-Kremlin intellectuals and Church

representatives, who interpreted public criticism of the Church as

part of the West’s conspiracy against the Russian nation. The

Patriarch himself insisted that the Church was the essential element

of national identity and for that reason had always been the first

target of Russia’s enemies and invaders (Rossiia-1, 2012).

Commenting on the Pussy Riot affair, Sergei Markov, a prominent

pro-Kremlin spin doctor, stated that there were powerful forces at

work both inside and outside the country which wished to deprive

the Russian people of their mission in global history and which

sought to destroy the Church as ‘a depository of Russian national

identity’ (Nadezhdina, 2012).

In the state-aligned media the Pussy Riot incident was framed as a

latter-day version of the anti-religious campaigns of the Bolsheviks,

in which many priests were persecuted and churches were closed.

Arkadii Mamontov, a high-profile journalist with the Rossiia

television channel and an active defender of the Church in the Pussy

Riot scandal, called their actions a ‘relapse into neo-Bolshevism’,

implicitly raising the possibility of new anti-Church pogroms

(Kashin, 2012b).

These allusions surfaced repeatedly in television programmes and

news reports on the state-aligned channels throughout the period of



the trial, which ran from April to October 2013. To encourage

widespread support for the Church, the Moscow Patriarchate

decreed that prayer services be held in defence of ‘desecrated relics’

in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour; some 30 icons, according to

the clerics, had been recently attacked by vandals (Rozhkov, 2012).

On 22 April these services were held in all major Russian cities, and

served to demonstrate that the great majority of Russian people

stood behind the Church in the face of a hostile minority who aimed

to destroy the unity of the nation. In his address before the start of

the Moscow service, the Patriarch evoked the unique multi-cultural

spirit of Russia, and claimed that the attack on the Orthodox Church

threatened the unity of the entire nation (Patriarkh Kirill, 2012a).

These prayers, widely covered by the major television channels, were

portrayed by the state-aligned media as an embodiment of ‘the

people’, who shared the Orthodox faith and supported the Patriarch

as well as the federal authorities. Supporters of the Church were

described as pious, loyal to the government, and not involved in

recent political activities. The Russians in television coverage of the

Pussy Riot case were generally depicted as a homogenous, Orthodox

community, and any opinions which differed from the norm were

downplayed (Hutchings and Tolz, 2015, pp. 194–221). However,

Russian television’s approach was very far from reality (Kashin,

2012a).

The major television channels offered a common conspiratorial

interpretation of the Pussy Riot event, portraying them as puppets of

the West who were striving to split the nation apart (Baranov, 2012).

Journalists and public intellectuals used a variety of names to stress

the otherness of the members of the band: they were described as

witches, blasphemers and provocateurs. Their supporters, who

shared their liberal values, were said to be alien to the Russian

nation (Pust’ govoriat: Besy, 2012; Poedinok s Vladimirom

Solov’evym’, 2012). On 6 April, in the introduction to the

documentary Hystera Ænigma, broadcast by the major television

channel NTV, the commentator posed the question: ‘Why are gays

demanding that the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour be demolished?’

A representative of Moscow’s gay community, Nikolai Alekseev,

supposedly responded with ‘Yes, that is true’. However, Alekseev’s

words had been subject to a massive editorial cut, in order to give the



impression that the LGBT community was in cahoots with Pussy Riot

and that they did indeed want the cathedral to be destroyed. The rest

of the documentary continued in this same conspiratorial vein and

portrayed the members of the band as immoral sexual perverts who

wanted to trigger a revolution in Russia (CHP. Rassledovanie:

Hystera Ænigma, 2012a).

The distinction between the ‘Orthodox majority’ (pravoslavnoe

bol’shinstvo) of ‘the people’, and the ‘minority of perverts and

liberals’ who were, again, depicted as ‘the Other’, played an

important role in developing the notion of Russian identity by means

of conspiratorial discourse. In an aggressive media campaign,

spokespersons of the Church, pro-Kremlin intellectuals and

journalists sought to into establish the notion of a threat to the

nation through internal subversion by a conspiring ‘fifth column’,

supposedly with the West’s support of the West. A trilogy of talk-

shows Provocateurs (Provokatory) was introduced by Arkadii

Mamontov, a prominent television presenter known for his coverage

of the war conflicts and conservative, statist views. This series of

highly opinionated documentaries provided the case with a

conspiratorial narrative.

On 29 April, the state television channel Rossiia-1 broadcast the first

episode of the weekly talk-show Spetsial’nyi korrespondent (Special

correspondent), which articulated the subject: the battle being

waged for Orthodoxy and the nation in the face of opposition from

the ‘blasphemers’ (koshchunitsy), supported by the ‘West’. The

documentary opened with scenes from the 22 April collective prayer

service and later referred to the supposed conspiratorial origins of

the Pussy Riot performance. Mamontov posed the question ‘What

shall we do, people?’ (Chto delat’ budem, liudi?) to the viewers and

the studio audience, hence separating them from the ‘Other’

represented by Pussy Riot. (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Provokatory,

2012) ‘The people’ he appealed to were represented in the studio by

an Orthodox nun; by Vladimir Legoida, press-secretary of the

Moscow Patriarchy; and by several actors, journalists, and academics

who pledged their allegiance to Orthodox Christianity.

Criminal investigators also participated in the programme. Showing

the audience the Canadian residence permit of Nadezhda



Tolokonnikova, one of the members of the band, they linked her to

the intelligence services of a foreign country. Nikolai Starikov

stressed that if the ‘blasphemers’ could desecrate Russian sacred

heritage (relikvii), ‘we shall cease to be a nation’ (Spetsial’nyi

korrespondent: Provokatory, 2012). Almost all participants agreed

that the Russian Orthodox Church was under attack and that the

Pussy Riot performance was a way of testing the ability of the

Russian people to defend national values.

The programme’s journalists and guests downplayed the links

between the Orthodox Church and the authorities. The guests

constantly emphasized that the Church, as the keystone of the

nation, was the main target of the ‘war’. The Church’s leaders had

previously been criticized by the opposition because of their close

relationship with the authorities; it is likely that the Kremlin needed

to defuse these tensions and shift public attention to the subversive

nature of the church’s critics. The conspiratorial interpretation of the

Pussy Riot incident made it possible to link the band members to a

subversive ‘fifth column’ of liberals with corrupt values, who were

supported by the West. As Mamontov contended:

They wanted to disrupt society, to divide it and split [it]. That is

what the organizers of this horrible provocation wanted to

achieve. They hold nothing sacred. They did not manage to

triumph in December– January and so decided to attack the

most sacred thing which the people have – the Church.

(Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Provokatory, 2012)

This account of the conspiring and atheist ‘Other’ was aimed at

promoting the cohesion of Russians as a single nation bound

together by Orthodoxy. However, the most important link was that

drawn between the political protests held in response to vote rigging

at the 2011 parliamentary elections, and the Pussy Riot incident in

the Cathedral. The atheism of Pussy Riot’s supporters could thus be

used both as a strong argument against critics of the regime, and as a

way of promoting the idea that Russian identity was based on

Orthodoxy.

The decision of the Moscow court on 19 August 2012 to sentence

three members of the band to two years each in prison took the

media campaign against Pussy Riot to a new level. From August



onwards it was possible to identify two distinct currents in the

conspiratorial narrative around the case. The state-aligned media

channels continued to follow the initial approach of the campaign

against Pussy Riot and to defend the Church. Kirill’s statements in

August and September 2012 followed the line of emphasizing the

fundamental role of the Church in the preservation of Russian

identity. On 9 September, during a service commemorating the

bicentenary of the Battle of Borodino, Kirill drew a parallel between

the Napoleonic invasion of Russia in 1812 and the current anti-

church scandals. He stated that Western invaders had desecrated

churches and sawn up crosses to destroy the Russian spirit

(Patriarkh Kirill, 2012b). This mention of sawn up crosses connected

the alleged barbarism of the French with an incident that had taken

place in Kyiv in August 2012: Femen, a Ukrainian feminist group,

publicly sawed a cross in half in the centre of Kyiv in support of

Pussy Riot (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 2012). This was

followed by several similar events in Russia, serving to promote the

idea of a fully-fledged ‘war’ against the Church.

On the same day as the Borodino address, Rossiia’s weekly newscast

Vesti nedeli (News of the Week) broadcast an interview with the

Patriarch in which he claimed that the Pussy Riot case was a well-

planned act of reconnaissance (razvedka boem) (Kiselev, 2012). This

was intended to evoke fears of foreign subversion. The members of

the band and their supporters were represented as part of a bigger

plan to overthrow the Russian government by attacking the

foundations of Russian nationhood. The repeated emphasis on the

alleged link between foreign intelligence and Pussy Riot served to

highlight how dangerous the band members were, both for the

Russian nation and for the Church, which was its main pillar.

Furthermore, at this stage of the trial, Pussy Riot began to be

portrayed not only as a threat to the Church but also to the

legitimacy of the authorities’ actions. This shift in interpretation

significantly changed the media coverage of the story and brought a

new theme into the conspiratorial narrative concerning the case.

As the trial of Pussy Riot provoked increasing domestic and

international debate, the pro-Kremlin media conceptualization of the

performance also underwent considerable change. Numerous world

celebrities and foreign political leaders expressed support for the



members of the band and criticized the Russian authorities. This

international reaction enabled the pro-Kremlin intellectuals and

journalists to portray it as part of the West’s plan to discredit the

Russian authorities and undermine their legitimacy. The Kremlin’s

concern about the Pussy Riot trial thus became a top-priority issue.

Several influential participants in the Church campaign gave

statements linking the Pussy Riot case to Putin’s defence of Syria in

the face of the United States’ plans for military intervention. They

also connected the campaign of criticism against the Kremlin with

the opposition within the country, which began during the 2011

parliamentary elections. For example, Mamontov argued that Pussy

Riot’s performance had been planned to make Putin vulnerable to

criticism because of his position on Syria (Kots and Iakovlev, 2012).

Dugin claimed that people who were hostile to Pussy Riot were

actually resisting the imperialist aspirations of the USA, and in

particular its plan to establish a pro-American regime in Russia

(Dergachev, 2012). This shift in perspective, from religion to politics,

demonstrates that the main challenge for the Kremlin was now the

impact of the Pussy Riot scandal on the image of Russian elites both

in the country and abroad. This change in perspective in the official

discourse was also reflected in Mamontov’s show.

We have already outlined the content of the first episode. The

second, broadcast on 11 September 2012, was concerned primarily

with Boris Berezovskii, a fugitive oligarch and political émigré who

was resident in the UK. Berezovskii was one of the important actors

in Russian politics under Yeltsin who developed a bad reputation

(Klebnikov, 2001), and after he left Russia he was often accused by

pro-Kremlin politicians of plotting against Russia (BBC, 2013).

Several guests of the show claimed he was preparing to stir unrest in

Russia by attacking the Church (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent:

Provokatory-2, 2012). However, the programme gave almost equal

weight to a discussion of the international controversy over Pussy

Riot. The studio guests contended that the British public relations

agency BellPottinger had promoted Pussy Riot and used it to sling

mud at the Kremlin’s image in the world. The show also included an

interview with Paul Craig Roberts, a former official in the Reagan

Administration and a controversial writer, who stated that the Pussy

Riot debacle had been used ‘to demonize the Russian government for



standing up to Washington’s intention to destroy Syria’ (Roberts,

2012). Roberts’ remarks were aimed at giving credibility to the

conspiratorial notions spread by Russian journalists and public

intellectuals. The fact that these experts from the West had similar

ideas to those in Russia provided Russian journalists’ reports with a

pseudo-objective appearance, as though they were presenting how

events were seen from abroad. This was a way of countering critical

opinions from domestic viewers. This use of foreign experts to

provide legitimacy to controversial and, at times, conspiratorial

statements appears to be a distinctive characteristic of the official

Russian discourse.

In contrast to the first, the report and discussion in the second

programme were aimed at explaining the global repercussions of the

Pussy Riot case, with the narrative of ‘the war against the Church’

now relegated to a secondary position. This conceptual difference

was even more evident in the third episode of the show, broadcast on

16 October, which was devoted to the ‘real’ reasons behind the

performance. The band’s closest supporters were accused of having

profited financially from the international campaign around Pussy

Riot. Mamontov contended that the organizers of the performance

wanted to become rich and famous by undermining Russia’s position

in the international arena. Pussy Riot’s domestic supporters were

depicted as greedy, two-faced ‘liberals’ who worked in close

cooperation with Russia’s geopolitical enemies in Washington

(Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Provokatory-3, 2012). The scandal was

depicted as a new form of ‘information warfare’ against Russia,

which made much use of the Internet and non-government

organizations within the country. This conspiratorial narrative was

aimed at depicting Pussy Riot as part of a broader Russian

opposition. Particular stress was placed on its cooperation with the

West.

The perception of the Church now shifted: from being seen as the

object of the attack, it was now portrayed as peacemaker able to

mediate between social groups in Russia. In turn, these social groups

were supposedly set against each other by the Pussy Riot

performance. An episode in which two young people tried to set fire

to a church but then changed their minds and repented was used to

demonstrate that the Orthodox Church can bring about



reconciliation (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Provokatory-3, 2012).

This significantly altered image of the role of the church served to

neutralize criticism of the Church’s complicity in the guilty verdict

against Pussy Riot.

The Pussy Riot case demonstrates the ways in which conspiracy

theories are used to promote national cohesion in Putin’s Russia. The

debates on the state-aligned television channels about national

identity, which were framed by anti-Western conspiracy narratives,

have reflected the political challenges faced by the Kremlin. The aim

of these debates has been to boost public support for the Kremlin’s

actions. The vagueness of the nation-building agenda has allowed the

authorities to interpret criticism of the regime as a threat to the

nation itself, thus connecting two seemingly unrelated issues. The

idea of a Western conspiracy and, in particular, of an America’s

intention to undermine the Putin regime, has further reinforced the

Kremlin’s argument that Pussy Riot represents a threat to the nation.

The Church played a supporting role by promoting Orthodoxy as the

key element in Russia’s national identity. Patriarch Kirill and his

aides were actively involved in mobilizing people in Putin’s support

during his 2012 presidential campaign, and used conspiratorial

language even before the eruption of the Pussy Riot controversy. This

yet again demonstrates the close cooperation between the Kremlin

and the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church (Papkova, 2011).

While they were working on the election campaign, representatives

of the Church already started to refer to a division within the nation

between the anti-religious, anti-state, pro-Western minority and the

vast and loyal majority who professed Orthodoxy and supported the

authorities.

The need to protect Orthodoxy from criticism at the beginning of the

Pussy Riot debacle could be considered to be the core demand of the

Church and the political authorities, and was, furthermore, used to

downplay the scandals around the Patriarch himself which we

referred to earlier. Anti-Western conspiracy theories about the

‘information war’ against the Church played a pivotal role in the

combined efforts of the Church and the authorities to bring together

the various groups in Russian society in support of the Church and to

undermine the legitimacy of its critics. However, during the final



stages of the court proceedings, the Orthodox aspect of the campaign

faded away, with emphasis placed instead on the story’s political

significance and the supposed foreign conspiracy which lay behind

the Pussy Riot performance. The narrative of Orthodoxy under

threat was replaced by attempts on the part of public intellectuals

and politicians to justify the Kremlin’s policy in relation to the

opposition, with the latter depicted as dangerous and alien. Hence

the artificially-created majority of the ‘Orthodox people’, now

represented as the core of the Russian nation, became a crude tool to

be used by the Russian political establishment. It was just a tactical

political move to draw attention away from the contentious issue of

electoral fraud which was wrapped in nation-building rhetoric. Yet,

these actions did not include any practical measures for facilitating

national cohesion.

Conclusion
Attempts to construct a new Russian national identity based on the

political interests of the elites in the 2000s had much in common

with similar efforts made by the Yeltsin government in the 1990s. At

that time the issue of national identity was used as an instrument for

the promotion of political and economic interests and to ensure that

self-serving political actors were seen as legitimate (Tolz, 1998). With

some success, Putin’s government adopted the same strategy to

mobilize Russian citizens and ensure their support for its actions. As

Hutchings and Tolz (2015, p. 250) demonstrate, the Kremlin’s

nation-building approach in the mid 2010s reinvented and applied

both Imperial and Soviet ideas of national cohesion, even though in

some respects they contradicted each other.

Analysing Surkov’s concept of Russia as a sovereign democracy

provides us with an insight into how the political elites in Putin’s

Russia use the nation-building agenda to solve specific political

problems. Against the background of the Kremlin’s ambiguous

nation-building policies, Surkov formulated the idea of a single

community of ‘sovereign Russians’; incorporating elements of both

imperial and civic models of national identity, it was hoped that his

idea would appeal to the diverse groups within Russian society.

Surkov’s engagement in the debates on Russian identity was



triggered by a fear that Putin’s government could lose control over

the country; the vagueness of the term ‘sovereignty’ provided Surkov

and other politicians and pro-Kremlin intellectuals with considerable

leeway in their definitions, and re-definitions, of the nation-building

agenda and of the nation’s potential ‘Others’, in accordance with

prevailing political goals.

Surkov’s reassessment of Russia’s relations with the West had a

major impact on the conceptualization of Russian identity and the

further dissemination of anti-Western conspiracy allegations. The

depiction of the West as a competitor, rather than as an enemy,

made criticism of the West – when framed within the conspiratorial

narrative – a legitimate part of official political and media discourse.

In the language of economic competition, Russia was a wealthy

world supplier of natural resources, and this helped present the idea

of Russian greatness in economic terms. This argument provided a

new framework for fostering patriotic attitudes among Russians and,

at the same time, helped to incorporate anti-Western conspiratorial

notions into a debate about the economic interests of foreign

companies and the West’s rapacious desire to help itself to Russian

resources.

Anti-Western conspiracy theories became a key instrument for

boosting Russia’s national cohesion. The notion of the ‘conspiring

West’, competing with Russia for economic wealth and political

power, helped to establish the contours of national identity. In the

2000s, Kremlin officials, as well as pro-government intellectuals,

spent a great deal of time shaping the image of the USA as Russia’s

major conspiring rival. Moreover, leading politicians themselves took

part in the dissemination of conspiratorial ideas through the

governmentcontrolled media. A focus on the USA, as Russia’s

ultimate rival in the competition for dominance in global politics, has

become a central feature in the construction of the image of ‘the

Other’ which was crucial in defining who we, Russians, are and why

we are different from Them, people in the West.

Surkov’s efforts were not in vain. By the mid 2010s, the notion of the

USA as Russia’s main enemy had become an essential part of the

political and even educational discourse. As Golunov (2015)

suggests, the idea that the USA was the main anti-Russian



protagonist in conspiracy theories became extremely popular in

Russian textbooks on geopolitics. These adopted Western European

and American conspiracy theories about the New World Order to

emphasize that Russia was encircled by enemies in cahoots with one

another to achieve one simple aim: to destroy the regime and divide

the country into puppet states. At the same time, the long-term

project on the part of the Kremlin’s leaders to engage young people

in nation-building project failed and was replaced by a more efficient

and instrumental plan – to suppress opposition by force. In 2016, the

Kremlin established the National Guard, headed by Putin’s closest

aide and former head bodyguard, Viktor Zolotov (Rozhdestvenskii et

al., 2016). After the series of street protests in spring 2017, Zolotov

reiterated Surkov’s concern about foreign invasion: there could be no

genuine domestic protests against the regime. Whenever people took

to the streets, patriots needed to watch out for foreign subversion

and for attempts at brainwashing by the foreign media (Interfax,

2017).

A campaign to bring together a highly diverse and fragmented

population in a bid to achieve national unity was actually used to

prevent the possibility of a colour revolution taking place in Russia

during the election campaigns of 2007–8. Hence the Kremlin was

actually trying to use the aim of national unity to boost political

mobilization in support of the political establishment. A sense of

belonging to a national community of Russians has been fostered by

the constant reiteration of who Russia’s enemies are, both inside and

outside the country.

During the following electoral cycle, in 2011–12, nation-building

strategies were deployed in pursuit of the same goals, and repeated

the main narratives of anti-Western conspiratorial discourse, which

featured in the earlier period. However, the unexpected wave of civic

activism significantly radicalized the Kremlin-sponsored debates on

Russian national identity. In other words, these debates became

directly linked to the goal of legitimizing Putin’s victory. The Pussy

Riot performance became a key issue in debates about Russian

identity, which highlights with particular clarity how instrumental

the shifts in defining this identity actually were. Conspiracy theories

about Pussy Riot’s threat to Russian identity were used to link the

band’s supporters with people protesting against election fraud, both



of whom were portrayed as a minority. At the same time, the state-

aligned media portrayed the various people attending rallies in

support of the Church as an undifferentiated Orthodox mass who

supposedly constituted the majority of ‘the people’; these were said

to be ready to protect their faith and their statehood (Kashin, 2012a).

The Pussy Riot trial seems to have had a significant impact on the

model of national identity which the Kremlin started to promote

during Putin’s third term. The campaign against the members of the

band included several defining features with which the authorities

could define the supposed majority of ‘genuine’ Russians and the

minority of conspiring enemies. The representation of Pussy Riot as

sexual perverts working in collaboration with homosexuals, as

militant atheists and as opponents to Putin, contributed to the

launch of a homophobic campaign in 2013. This was actively

supported by the state media and reached its peak in the

introduction of a law prohibiting the promotion of ‘non-traditional

forms’ of family among young people (Spetsial’nyi correspondent:

Litsedei, 2013). This campaign, along with other political measures,

highlighted a turn to a Kremlin-sponsored celebration of so-called

‘traditional values’ (traditsionnye tsennosti), which were, allegedly,

inherited by the Russian people from their ancestors (Putin, 2012a).

Moreover, an increase in the punishment for insulting religious

feelings, which was a direct consequence of the Pussy Riot affair,

became one of many ways in which the state could prevent

expression of dissent.

Newly introduced federal laws, as well as opinions expressed on

numerous television programmes, are examples of this drift towards

radical conservatism, and help create the impression that Russia is

under siege by its enemies. An opinion poll carried out in November

2013, on the eve of the Ukraine crisis, showed that 78 per cent of

Russians believed that Russia had enemies (Levada-tsentr, 2013c).

This view, actively encouraged by the state-aligned media, is

generated above all through conspiracy theories. Hence despite their

long-term destabilizing potential, during Putin’s third presidential

term, the ruling elites turned conspiracy theories into an important

instrument for achieving social and national cohesion. This became

even more mainstream during the Ukraine crisis two years later.



Notes
1. By ‘many friends from the Soviet Union’ Surkov most probably

meant political elites of non-Russian states of the former Soviet

Union whose state structures were created during the Soviet

period under decrees of the Central Committee of the Communist

Party.

2. The only example of a blatant allusion to the anti-Russian

conspiracy appeared in a secret speech in 2005; these ideas did

not appear in subsequent public texts.



5 
Battling against ‘Foreign Agents’
By the mid 2010s, all of the main spheres of social and political life

were influenced by the idea of a conspiring group of people eager for

power and wealth. Yeltsin’s attempted impeachment, which was

based on conspiratorial notions, was a remarkable episode in

domestic political life, with conspiracy theories being used to

demonize political opponents. In the 2000s the significance of

conspiratorial discourses in the public sphere increased still further

and became a pivotal element in several political campaigns which

changed the course of Russia’s political development. The

conspiratorial notions served as pretexts for initiating lawsuits and

justifying criminal cases against political opponents, at times

culminating in legislative changes which have affected the

democratic processes in the country.

The campaign against the oil company Yukos and its management,

and three campaigns against non-governmental organizations

(NGOs) in 2005, 2006 and 2012–13, are the focus of this chapter.

They were important milestones in the history of post-Soviet Russia.

The Yukos affair sent an important message to the business

community and to various law enforcement services; it demonstrated

how the state should deal with rebellious businessmen, and what

should happen to overambitious entrepreneurs. In turn, the cases

against NGOs resulted in changes in Russian legislation regarding

third sector organizations and had a harmful impact on the

development of civil society. The origins of the campaign against the

NGOs can be traced to the shock experienced by the ruling political

elites in relation to the ‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine in 2004, and

again, later, in response to the massive rallies for fair elections in the

aftermath of the parliamentary elections in 2011. The Russian

leadership acknowledged the crucial role which NGOs had played

during regime changes in the CIS countries. Consequently, through

the work of loyal public intellectuals and the media, the activities of

NGOs were interpreted through the prism of conspiracy ideas about

the West’s interests and this prepared the ground for the



implementation of a highly repressive set of laws against NGOs.

These newly introduced restrictions were sufficient to impede the

work of NGOs in the country, and in the Kremlin’s view, this would

help it to ensure control over society.

The wave of political protests against Putin in 2011–12 (discussed in

Chapter 6), which occurred despite the government’s preventative

measures, resulted in still more negative attitudes towards NGOs on

the part of pro-Kremlin intellectuals and politicians, who described

them as key facilitators of unrest. In 2012, a law was passed which

required all NGOs with any foreign funding to register voluntarily as

‘foreign agents’. This had been preceded by a long-running campaign

which attempted to establish a link between NGOs and the idea of a

‘fifth column’ operating within the country, which conspired to

destroy the sovereignty of the country and its people.

This chapter looks at how conspiracy notions have been used by the

regime as a tool in domestic politics to delegitimize third sector

organizations and other political rivals. It will start by looking at the

role the notion of conspiracy played in the Yukos affair, because this

was the first public campaign against Putin’s political rivals which

rested on conspiracy theories. It will then consider how regime

changes in the CIS countries affected the conspiratorial perception of

NGOs among the political elites inside Russia. It will turn next to the

ways in which fear of the ‘colour revolution’, which was disseminated

through the media, was used to justify amendments to the legislation

regarding NGOs. Finally, the chapter will discuss how post-electoral

public activism in 2011–12 triggered another wave of state

repressions against NGOs, and what role conspiracy theories played

in this.

From Conspiracy Theories to Conspiracy
Practices
On 25 October 2003, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, who was then the

richest man in Russia, was arrested in Novosibirsk and spent the

next ten years in prison, charged with tax evasion. He had been one

of the most longstanding leaders of the opposition to Putin and his

aides, and so his incarceration illustrates the sort of treatment the



Kremlin is capable of meting out to its major opponents. Moreover,

this was the first time in the post-Soviet era when anti-Western

conspiracy theories were used domestically as a political instrument

against one of Putin’s main rivals. Accordingly, in many respects the

Khodorkovsky case was a watershed in the use of these concepts as a

political tool.

Khodorkovsky’s company, Yukos, was one of the most advanced and

successful companies in Russia. It had influential connections

around the world, including political and business elites in the USA

and Europe such as the Rockefeller family, Henry Kissinger and

George Soros (Khodorkovskii and Gevorkian, 2012). Khodorkovsky

himself was an icon of post-Soviet entrepreneurship, whose company

was a serious power broker and wielded influence both in Moscow

and the regions. In the 1990s Khodorkovsky was one of the oligarchs

who played an active part in politics and participated in the 1996

campaign to elect Yeltsin. After the 1998 economic crisis, Yukos was

restructured and rapidly became one of the foremost companies in

Russia, having grown exponentially to a market capitalization of $30

billion in 2003. As Thane Gustafson (2012, p. 284) writes,

Khodorkovsky sought to gain a reputation as ‘the indispensable man,

the capitalist hero fighting against the bureaucratic enemy, fighting

against value-destroying state ownership’. This eventually backfired.

Khodorkovsky was not only interested in money and power, but also

made generous investments in the development of civil society. In

2001 he set up a charity organization, Open Russia, which funded

various civic activities through its branches in the regions and was

one of the main drivers in the development of regional intellectual,

economic and political elites in Russia. Khodorkovsky’s ambitions

were not only limited to business and influence, then. There was a

good chance that he would begin to challenge Putin for leadership of

the country. As a result, he paid a high price for his activities. The

clashes between the political and economic elites, compounded by

the approaching parliamentary elections in autumn 2003 which the

Kremlin saw as crucial if it were to secure its hold on the country,

made Yukos and its owner the target of a very real plot.

The case against Khodorkovsky was placed by conservative groups of

pro-Kremlin elites in the context of a ‘creeping conspiracy of



oligarchs’ who saw Putin as a weak leader who should be replaced. A

powerful example of the conspiratorial framing of this affair can be

found in reports by the Council for National Strategy, which was

headed by two political consultants, Stanislav Belkovskii and Iosif

Diskin. Richard Sakwa (2014, pp. 37–8) argues that this organization

has been crucial in forming the ideological views of siloviki – a

cohort of Russian elites, directly related to law enforcement and

intelligence agencies, whose power has steadily grown since Putin’s

arrival in the Kremlin (Treisman, 2007). Many influential members

of Putin’s elite are also members of this group; most notably, the

prominent Igor’ Sechin, one of Putin’s most powerful aides, who was

head of the oil company Rosneft in the 2010s (Dawisha, 2015). As

Khodorkovsky himself acknowledged (Franchetti, 2008), Sechin was

instrumental in the conspiracy against him. Reports of the Yukos

plot were presented to Putin by Sechin and other members of the

siloviki to push the president into initiating the case against

Khodorkovsky. It turned out that Putin took the threat of conspiracy

very seriously, and made his move.

In the autumn of 2002, the Council released its first report under the

title The Great Game of Russia (Bol’shaia igra v Rosiiu). It claimed

that the government was a ‘cabinet of oligarchs’ affairs’ which the

Kremlin was not able to control (Kamyshev, 2002). Thereafter the

oligarchs were demonized as the driving force in Russia’s politics. In

January 2003, the Council released a second report, The Risks and

The Threats to Russia in 2003 (Riski i ugrozy Rossii v 2003 godu),

which aimed to alarm the Kremlin still further. It argued that the

oligarchs had no intention of developing the country in the interests

of the nation, let alone of preserving its global power. Still worse,

these oligarchs apparently had no compunction in selling Russia to

the US in exchange for the legitimization of their personal financial

assets. Its principal message was populist and anti-elitist, since it

called for the fair distribution of wealth in the country:



. . . [The] ruling class does not consider itself responsible for the

preservation of the nation-state and moral foundations of Russia

. . . At the same time, the ruling class does not consider itself

responsible for social peace in the country, or for opportunities

to develop in the interests of the majority of Russians, which

would require the gap between the richest and the poorest

groups in the population to be narrowed . . . That is what the

majority of people consider important. (Russkii zhurnal, 2003)

The populist call for social equality, and accusations that the

oligarchs were the main power brokers in the country but had no

interest in serving the people, were an important concept which was

actively used in the electoral cycle 2003–4. With the Kremlin’s

support, the newly formed party Rodina (Motherland) had two

leaders who shared nationalist and conservative/isolationist views.

Sergei Glaz’ev and Dmitrii Rogozin called for a ‘natural resources

rent’ tax in their manifesto, demanding reconsideration of how state

property was shared out in the 1990s and heavily criticizing the West

as Russia’s rival. Their harsh anti-oligarch rhetoric brought them

third place in the elections and demonstrated the potential of these

ideas for use in domestic political strategies (Sakwa, 2005).

Moreover, the denigration of Russia’s role in global affairs, the

dramatic reading of the Soviet collapse, and the decrying of Yeltsin’s

policies relating to the selling of state assets, were echoed in the

rhetoric used by Putin and Surkov in 2005.

The epitome of the anti-oligarch conspiracy panic came in a third

report, entitled The State and the Oligarchy (Gosudarstvo i

oligarkhiia). It unabashedly claimed that the oligarchs – first and

foremost Khodorkovsky – were preparing to overthrow the regime.

Khodorkovsky indeed had vested interests in changing the

government, and did provide financial support to various political

parties, in order to wield more influence in the government himself

(Sakwa, 2014). The report claimed, in very conspiratorial terms, that

this desire for power was concentrated in a small cabal of financial

tycoons who profited from extracting fossil fuels, and who would

promote their power by appealing to the West for protection. They

had neglected the interests of the majority in their attempts to realize

their power, and were essentially ‘robber barons’ who had squeezed

out every drop of juice they could from the fruits that the weak



Russian state had put on offer. The authors of the report went on to

claim that the oligarchs were preparing a coup to depose the

president and turn the regime into a parliamentary republic that

would allow Khodorkovsky to become prime-minister and, later on,

the head of state. The oligarchs allegedly planned to carry out these

reforms after the parliamentary elections in autumn 2003, helped by

loyal deputies in Parliament. According to this plan, the new

government, which had the remit to appoint the prime minister,

would have chosen Khodorkovsky (Belkovskii, 2003).

It was rumoured that documents appearing on Putin’s desk provided

evidence that Khodorkovsky had struck a deal with Condoleezza Rice

which gave an assurance that when he was president of Russia, he

would abandon nuclear weapons (Zygar, 2016, p. 60). This alleged

deal with the US was an important element in the sealing of

Khodorkovsky’s fate. His openness to the world, political ambitions

and willingness to become part of the global financial elite, were

taken as indications as to just how alien he was to Russia. During the

second trial against Khodorkovsky in 2009–10, Dugin suggested that

Khodorkovsky was an agent of the New World Order which aimed to

destroy Russia’s national sovereignty and place it in the hands of the

USA (Onlooker1001, 2009).

This third report triggered off the first arrests of Yukos employees

and eventually Khodorkovsky himself. A plan to merge Yukos with

Sibneft (another major Russian oil company), and then sell some of

its shares to the American oil companies Chevron or ExxonMobil,

posed a major threat to the Kremlin (Sakwa, 2014). This would have

meant that ownership of Russia’s precious natural resources would

partially be in the hands of foreigners, and that was completely

unacceptable to some groups in the Kremlin. In such a scenario,

Yukos, under the protection of a US company, would be untouchable

by the Russian authorities. As Vadim Volkov (2008) notes,

Khodorkovsky’s growing power put him into direct conflict with the

state political apparatus: the tycoon was emerging as, potentially, the

most powerful person in business circles, with threateningly clear

political ambitions.

The attack on Yukos was justified by references to the oligarchic,

Western-led plot and represented top businessmen as the powerful



and dangerous Other. Russia’s natural resources and nuclear

weapons, both of which were supposedly under threat, were seen as

essential for sustaining the nation’s profits, political stability and

world power status, and their threatened loss was seen as a

justifiable reason for sullying Russia’s international reputation and

dramatically reshaping internal affairs. For the siloviki group of

Russian political elites, this was the starting point of their

burgeoning power in the country. For the political elite in general,

the approaching transfer of power from Putin to Medvedev, as well

as challenges from outside the country, led to their empowerment

and enabled them to turn the populist anti-Western conspiracy

theories from an instrument of intra-elite squabbles into a semi-

official political tool.

Defining the Domestic Threat
The ‘colour revolutions’ in Ukraine and Georgia had a tremendous

impact on Russia’s domestic politics in the 2000s. Putin’s

administration feared that the examples of other CIS countries could

encourage Russian citizens to protest against the results of the

elections in 2007–8. Being concerned about the outcome of the

Ukrainian presidential elections in 2004, Pavlovskii argued that

Russia was not ready for a new type of revolution and should focus

on restraining the influence of the opposition (Samarina, 2004). As

Robert Horvath (2013) has demonstrated, the political elites loyal to

the Kremlin then began to develop a plan of ‘preventative counter-

revolution’.

Legislative pressure on NGOs was among the first measures

introduced as a part of this ‘counter-revolution’. Scholars have

pointed to the important role played by international and non-

governmental organizations in fostering civic activism on the eve of

and during the events in Serbia in 2000, Georgia in 2003 and

Ukraine in 2004 (Chaulia, 2006; O Beacháin and Polese, 2010). The

existence of a wide and active network of civic organizations

throughout Russia was perceived by the Kremlin as a serious threat

to the successful outcome of the parliamentary and presidential

elections in 2007–8. NGOs could question the results of the

elections, thus creating an atmosphere of uncertainty which, in turn,



could delegitimize Putin’s successor (Galbreath, 2009). As a result,

the regime’s need to promote Putin as the nation’s leader and

delegitimize his opponents made non-governmental organizations,

some of which were very critical of the Kremlin, an obvious target for

attack, justified, as we shall see, at least in part by conspiracy

theories.

The foreign funding of Russian NGOs came in for attack after the

events in Georgia in 2003. In his annual address to the Federal

Council on 26 May 2004, Putin spoke about those NGOs which

received funds from foreign sources and defended the commercial

interests of their funders (Putin, 2004). This remark signalled two

things: first, the Kremlin’s concern about the lack of transparency in

funding of NGOs, that can start working against the regime, as had

happened in Georgia. Second, Khodorkovsky’s active support of civic

initiatives throughout the country and beyond (Sakwa, 2009, pp.

123–8) that Kremlin perceived as a serious domestic menace. The

actual campaign against NGOs took some time to develop and was

only launched a year later, in May 2005. It was preceded by a report

from Nikolai Patrushev, then head of the Federal Security Service

(FSB), which claimed that foreign intelligence was using new

methods of surveillance and operated in the CIS countries under the

guise of non-governmental organizations (Saradzhyan and Schreck,

2005). One month later, Putin replied to Patrushev’s report by

expressing a strong objection to the funding of public activities from

abroad and promising to curb it (Human Rights Watch, 2005).

This conspiratorial narrative thus linked NGOs with foreign

intelligence, emphasizing their ‘otherness’ and the threat they posed

to the people of Russia. In this new twist in Kremlin-sponsored

discourse, it was the activities of NGOs, which were funded by

foreign sources, which threatened Russian sovereignty. The term

‘sovereignty’ became pivotal to the anti-Western conspiracy

discourse, which was widely propagated through the media from

2005 onwards.

Russia’s sovereignty, along with the development of civil society,

were the focus of Putin’s address to the Federal Council that year

(Putin, 2005). Following his speech, NGOs became strongly

associated with foreign subversion and were depicted in the media as



an ideological and financial framework by means of which Putin’s

regime would be overthrown. After 2005, numerous publications by

pro-Kremlin intellectuals and spin doctors developed this idea

further. Vitalii Ivanov, one of the pro-Kremlin public intellectuals

who participated in the campaign against ‘Putin’s enemies’ in 2007,

claimed that ‘Western foundations’ (zapadnye fondy) gave donations

to a range of opposition parties, regardless of their political views

(2006, p. 112). The claim that they were politically indiscriminate

was used to convey the cynicism of NGOs and their ‘sponsors’ from

the West, and reinforced the argument that Western foundations

were aimed at depriving Russia of her independence.

Another prominent pro-Kremlin public intellectual and Duma

deputy, Sergei Markov, claimed that people at the Ukrainian rallies

were fighting for freedom and honour, while the organizers of the

rallies had become wealthy ‘revolutionaries’, generously funded by

American and European foundations (Markov, 2005). This argument

bolstered Putin’s accusation that NGOs were interested primarily in

commercial benefits, not the well-being of society. Hence the

freedom that NGOs enjoyed before 2005, including their ability to

get funding from foreign sources, was a privilege which they were

now to lose because they were beginning to be put under the control

of the government. Many pro-Kremlin public intellectuals depicted

NGOs as centres of the ‘Orange Revolution’; they enjoyed excessive

freedom within Russia, while remaining under foreign financial and

organizational control (Iur’ev, 2004).

The work of intellectuals prepared the way for introducing legislative

limitations on the activities of NGOs. This goal was achieved at the

end of 2005, when the Duma debated and adopted amendments to

the law on NGOs despite domestic and international protests. The

first set of amendments was approved by Putin on 10 January 2006,

and led to much concern among civic activists and foreign diplomats

(Khrestin, 2006).

In a press interview, one of the authors of the new legislation used

conspiracy theories to substantiate its adoption by claiming that

NGOs with foreign affiliation destroyed Russia ‘from within’, because

Russians were too easily impressed by foreign influence:



It is clear for the West that Russia is a huge store of natural

resources. That is why, for example, big Western business is

ready to invest money in the development of Siberia through

these organizations. But there is a question: why do they do

that? The pragmatic West will not invest money without a

reason. (Farizova, 2005)

The authors of the new legislative initiatives, embracing Putin’s idea

that Russia’s sovereignty was its ultimate virtue, suggested a ban on

the registration of NGOs in case their aims and goals created ‘a

threat to sovereignty, political independence, territorial integrity,

national unity and the distinctive customs, cultural character and

national interests of the Russian Federation’ (Rossiiskaia gazeta,

2006). These vague criteria created obstacles for the registration for

NGOs, since many of them them did rely on foreign funds; and pro-

Kremlin politicians and intellectuals were then in a position to

accuse NGOs of subversion.

The obedient media had to contribute to the creation of a negative

image of NGOs, since many Russian citizens knew little, if anything,

about their activities (Schmidt, 2006). The lack of attention paid by

ordinary Russians to third sector organizations created a fertile

ground for conspiratorial mythmaking. At the same time, it limited

the Kremlin’s ability to construct the image of a powerful, subversive

‘Other’ threatening the lives of ordinary citizens. The regime was well

aware of this problem, and so was keen to use the state-aligned

media to persuade people that NGOs were linked to foreign

subversion.

The Spy Rock
One significant feature of the campaign against NGOs was a

documentary broadcast by the state-owned Rossiia television

channel, which aimed to delegitimize NGOs by connecting them with

foreign intelligence services. The most famous media effort of this

type was to claim that British diplomats were involved in Western

intelligence; this was a clear reminder of the Stalinist and Cold War

periods when the notion of a British spy was central to the state-

sponsored campaigns against the dissent. Arkadii Mamontov, who



would later mount an attack on Pussy Riot, produced a documentary

entitled Shpiony (The Spies). It was broadcast prime time on Rossiia

channel on 22 January 2006 and became a significant media event

which was subsequently discussed by most of the Russian press and

provoked a diplomatic scandal between Russia and the UK

(Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Shpiony, 2006). An eleven-minute film

showed an operation against alleged British spies carried out by the

FSB. The spies supposedly used a rock in a Moscow park, which was

stuffed with sophisticated electronic devices, to exchange

information with their informants. Mamontov contended that Marc

Doe, the second secretary of the British embassy in Moscow, was a

British intelligence officer whose responsibility was to supply

Russian NGOs with funding. On screen, Mamontov displayed

documents, typed in English and all bearing Doe’s signature,

showing the names of organizations (e.g. a prominent human rights

watchdog, The Moscow Helsinki Group), and the amounts of money

which had been transferred.

The linking of the two issues (spies and NGOs) was made explicit at

the start of the documentary. An FSB officer, Diana Shemiakina,

stated that of the thousands of NGOs operating in Russia, only 92

were officially registered with the Ministry of Justice. ‘Most of them

[NGOs] were created, financed and existed under the patronage of

the governmental and civic organizations of the US and their NATO

allies’ (Fishman, 2006). This supposed connection between NATO,

the USA and Russian NGOs created the impression that the NGOs

were betrayers of the country. To demonstrate a degree of

impartiality, and, perhaps, to emphasize that NGOs could have

played a bigger role in the everyday life of the Russians, Mamontov

explained that most Russian NGOs were actually innocent

organizations which assisted people in spheres where the

government was unable to help. Despite this, however, Mamontov

insisted that the people who worked in Russian NGOs needed to be

more honest, and, unlike those specifically referred to in the

documentary, work for the interests of Russia (Steshin and Baranov,

2006).

All the same, the film’s narrative was not objective, favouring the

Kremlin’s position on NGOs and supporting its aim to curtail their

rights. It correlated with the major accounts of NGOs which had



appeared in Russia in the aftermath of the ‘Orange Revolution’ in

Ukraine. On the one hand, it supported Patrushev’s claim that the

foreign intelligence services worked through NGOs. On the other, it

developed Putin’s argument that some NGOs consisted of corrupt

people primarily interested in financial gain. Moreover, Mamontov

substantiated the claim about the external threat by referring to

Condoleezza Rice’s criticism of the new law on NGOs, when she was

US Secretary of State (Kessler, 2005). In this context Rice’s speech,

which also praised the successes of Ukrainian civil society, accorded

with the conspiratorial view of NGOs as agents of foreign subversion.

Liberal Russian journalists who investigated the making of

Mamontov’s film discovered that the Rossiia crew played virtually no

role in the production; it was almost entirely in the hands of the FSB.

Furthermore, the urgency with which the film was broadcast (it

replaced another earlier scheduled programme) is an indication of

the government’s involvement in the matter (Meteleva and Raskin,

2006). Representatives of the NGOs which were discussed in the

programme stated that the documents that were received from the

foreign grant organizations were actually signed by the first secretary

of the British Embassy, not by Doe (Fishman, 2006).

Astonishingly, Tony Blair’s aide, Jonathan Powell, revealed in 2012

that the ‘spy rock’ had in fact been real and was used to receive

information from the British spies stationed in Moscow (Topping

and Elder, 2012). This gave considerable support to the Kremlin’s

arguments against NGOs and the opposition in the later years of

Putin’s rule. It is probable that Russian special services found out

that Doe was a British intelligence officer and used that fact to sling

mud at NGOs by creating a story about Doe’s cooperation with

Russian civil society activists. These facts indicate that the

conspiratorial story about the spy rock was deliberately disseminated

with the purpose of delegitimizing NGOs and linking them to foreign

spying activities in Russia. The wide dissemination by the state-

aligned media of the alleged link between foreign spies and NGOs

allowed the authorities to reach a large audience and influence

ordinary Russians’ perception of non-governmental organizations.

The Spies prompted debates among politicians about the need to

control NGOs, supplying the supposed ‘factual basis’ of the NGOs’



activities and bringing the conspiratorial interpretation of these

activities into the public sphere. Duma deputies expressed concern

about the funding of NGOs by foreign intelligence services, but

without naming particular NGOs. This created an atmosphere of

suspicion towards all NGOs, regardless of their aims and activities.

Sergei Mironov, then head of the Council of the Federation, insisted

that the spy scandal clearly demonstrated the need for strict laws

regulating NGOs (Regnum, 2006). A few days later, Putin came out

in support of this argument, complaining that the use of NGOs by

foreign intelligence services destroyed the reputation of human

rights activists (Kremlin.ru, 2006). Seeing an opportunity to

reiterate what he had previously said about the hypocrisy of civil

society organizations in Russia, Putin insisted that the new law was

legitimate and served to protect Russian sovereignty.

The story of the ‘spy rock’, and the way it was interpreted in

conspiratorial terms in the federal media and among leading

politicians, is the first example of state-aligned Russian television

taking on the role of pacesetter in the Russian political agenda. The

structure of the film’s narrative and the fact that no representatives

of the accused organizations were invited to appear on the

programme provided space for the articulation of all possible

conspiratorial allegations aimed at the delegitimization of NGOs by

claiming a connection between them and foreign intelligence

services. Despite the demands of civic activists that journalists

withdraw their accusations, and a lawsuit against Mamontov himself

initiated by the leader of the Moscow Helsinki Group, Liudmila

Alekseeva, the conspiratorial narrative about NGOs continued to

play a major role in political discourse from 2006 onwards. Given

that funding from foreign bodies was seriously restricted since the

mid 2000s and left the state in the position of the major sponsor of

NGOs, the conspiratorial narrative about NGOs in the media had a

negative effect on the development of civil society and democracy in

Russia which became evident over the course of the next few years

(Crotty et al., 2014). When the regime faced the new and unexpected

threat from the grassroots movement, the conspiratorial narrative

was developed further to curtail the work of NGOs and justify the

new wave of repressions.

http://kremlin.ru/


NGOs as ‘Foreign Agents’
The unprecedented wave of civic activism in the post-election period

in 2011–12 made NGOs a primary object of governmental

surveillance and repression. As Daniel Treisman noted (2013, p.

254), the Kremlin’s strategy for dealing with the opposition in the

aftermath of the rallies was to co-opt, intimidate and disable. The

NGOs were at the top of Kremlin’s agenda to receive this treatment.

The initial pretext for the new campaign against them was somewhat

accidental. In January 2012, during the peak of the protests, BBC 2

broadcast a documentary entitled Putin, Russia and the West. In the

second episode, Tony Blair’s Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell,

admitted, as we noted earlier, that the ‘spy rock’ which triggered the

campaign against NGOs in 2006 had been real (Putin, Russia and

the West. Episode 2: Democracy Threatens, 2012). This revelation

was truly shocking to members of the opposition, who had believed

the ‘spy rock’ story to have been invented by the FSB. Powell’s

admission was the headline of the day and was immediately used by

pro-Kremlin journalists and public intellectuals in their attack on the

opposition and their rallies (Channel One, 2012a; Vesti.ru, 2012).

Mamontov gave several interviews to pro-Kremlin journalists in

which he criticized leaders of the opposition for being hypocritical

and for lacking loyalty towards their country (Cherkudinova, 2012).

The conspiratorial ideas which had been elaborated in the mid

2000s by Putin and his supporters were revived and used once again

against political opponents.

This unexpected development provided Mamontov with an

opportunity to make another documentary on the topic, entitled

Shpionskii kamen’ (The Spy Rock) which was broadcast on 22

January 2012 (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent: Shpionskii kamen’, 2012).

Based on Powell’s interview, Mamontov accused several leaders of

Russian NGOs of having dual citizenship and thus linked them with

the USA, Russia’s political Other. The primary object of his attack

was Liudmila Alekseeva, who received a US passport in 1982 after

being expelled from the Soviet Union for human rights activities

(Rights in Russia, 2012). Although having dual citizenship is not

uncommon, the Russian authorities and pro-Kremlin intellectuals

see it as a sign of potential disloyalty. It is no surprise, then, that

http://vesti.ru/


after the annexation of Crimea and the increase in authoritarian

tendencies, this conspiratorial metaphor was used by various

statesmen to justify their adoption of the new law on dual citizenship

(Masis, 2016).

Mamontov, following the same line of reasoning, discursively

separated NGO leaders from the rest of the nation in accordance

with their alleged disloyalty to Russian citizens. Pointing out that

every new US citizen must swear an oath of loyalty to the country,

Mamontov claimed having dual citizenship inevitably created a

conflict of loyalties. The reference to foreign citizenship alongside the

presentation of evidence about British espionage served to further

enhance the conspiratorial image of civic organizations. Mamontov’s

programme became the starting point for another round of

conspiracy mythmaking against NGOs. To link Alekseeva’s dual

citizenship to her activity within Russia, Mamontov introduced the

term ‘foreign agents’ (inostrannye agenty) to describe organizations

which engaged in political activism and were funded from abroad.

To support this, Mamontov suggested that the Foreign Agents

Registration Act (FARA) in the USA could be used as a template for

Russian policy concerning NGOs (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent:

Shpionskii kamen’, 2012). This law, which was introduced in the

USA in 1938, required organizations which were in any way affiliated

with foreign powers to register as foreign agents with the Ministry of

Justice (Kara-Murza, 2013). Intended primarily for use against any

possible Nazi infiltration, the law was amended in the 1960s so that

the term ‘foreign agent’ was applied to any organization which

sought to derive income or gain political advantage by influencing

American governmental policies. For the Russians, the main point

about this law was that American counter-intelligence was officially

responsible for monitoring such organizations.

This highly selective use of foreign legislation is characteristic of

Kremlin policies to implement controversial laws. By referring to so-

called ‘Western practices’, pro-Kremlin politicians and loyal

intellectuals could justify their actions as ‘conventional’ (see

Schimpfossl and Yablokov, 2014, p. 305). The US law to monitor

foreign lobbying groups and organizations operating within their

country served to legitimize the introduction of further amendments



into the Russian legislation on NGOs. Reference to the US law could

also be used to reinforce the notion of an internal enemy and to

claim the existence of subversive groups within Russia. In the USA,

however, the law is applied to representatives of foreign

governments and political parties who are affiliated with that state

and represent its interests in the USA. Moreover, for them to fall foul

of the law, it must be proven in court that the aim of the ‘foreign

agents’ is to promote the interests of their own countries to the

detriment of the USA (Koalitsiia pravozashchitnikov, 2016).

A group of pro-Kremlin public intellectuals and Duma deputies, with

the support of the state-aligned media, now carried out a new

campaign promoting anti-Western conspiratorial notions. This

alliance had proved in the past to be efficient at disseminating far-

reaching conspiratorial notions among the public and using them to

justify the adoption of more restrictive laws. Veronika

Krasheninnikova, former head of the Council for Trade and

Economic Cooperation USA-CIS, justified the amendments by

reference to her personal experience. In 2006–10 she was a

representative of the city of St Petersburg in the USA and was

registered as a foreign agent. This, she explained, was ‘common

practice’ in a democratic country (Azar and Krasheninnikova, 2013).

Despite references to the US legislation, in the Russian context the

term ‘foreign agent’ had a different connotation; it recalled the

accusations levelled against numerous Soviet citizens during the

Great Purges in the 1930s. The reintroduction of the term and its use

against NGOs aimed at ‘othering’ them and demonstrated the

Kremlin’s engagement with the politics of historical memory (see

Miller, 2012a). However, the official initiators of the new law tried to

separate the term from the memory of Stalinist repression and link it

instead to so-called ‘international standards of work with NGOs’

(Kostin, 2013). Yet the introduction of terms which are closely

related to the memory of the Great Purge demonstrates the

dependence of the official political discourse on the vocabulary of the

Soviet era. At the same time, as Oushakine has argued (2000, pp.

998–9), using this language of the past demonstrates the remoteness

of the context in which it was initially utilized. At the time of Stalin’s

repressions, being accused of being a ‘foreign agent’ would result in

immediate arrest. However, during the campaign in 2012 it was



emphasized that applying the term to an NGO would not necessarily

lead to its repression, and that the law simply required an indication

in the title of an organization that it was affiliated with a foreign

sponsor (Smirnov, 2012).

Vesti nedeli, the television news programme that was often in the

forefront of triggering political campaigns during Putin’s third term

as President, broadcast a report on 8 July 2012 on the parliamentary

debates about the new law. It included interviews with

Krasheninnikova and with Aleksandr Sidiakin, a Duma deputy who

was an active supporter of the new law. It echoed the main tropes of

the narrative which had turned NGOs into a subversive ‘Other’.

Hence Sidiakin contended that in the past few years, approximately

seven billion dollars had been transferred from abroad to certain

Russian NGOs, and that the biggest transfers had been made during

the electoral period. This statement, presented without any evidence,

clearly reflected the Kremlin’s main concerns: the possibility of

foreign influence on the outcome of Russian elections, and the desire

to further isolate the country. It also revealed the real aim of the new

law: to ensure a safe transfer of power in future elections by

restricting the activities of independent observers.

In his interview, Sidiakin stoked popular fears of foreign subversion

which had been spread by pro-Kremlin spokesmen during the

presidential elections in 2012. He claimed that the law would only

apply to the minority of NGOs which were closely related to foreign

organizations. The programme then included a statement by

Liudmila Alekseeva, who said she had expressed her concern about

the new law to the US President. According to the reporter, this

clearly demonstrated where the loyalty of such activists lay (Zarubin,

2012). The report showed how this widely-watched state-aligned

television channel could provide coverage of the law from the

regime’s point of view, which relied heavily on conspiratorial ideas

which were further developed specifically for this campaign.

In addition to taking ideas from past Soviet propaganda, active

supporters of the new law used different conspiratorial theories from

the post-Soviet period. For example, while he was presenting the new

law to the Duma, Sidiakin wore the St George ribbon; this provided a

visual contrast between his initiative and the aims of the anti-regime



protesters, who wore white ribbons as their symbol in 2011–12. The

St George ribbon was a symbol of soldiers’ bravery in Imperial

Russia, and after the Second World War was reintroduced as a

military award. It was revived by pro-Kremlin journalists in 2005

partly in response to the orange ribbons which were a symbol of the

‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine (Zygar’, 2006). According to Miller

(2012c, pp. 94–7), the St George ribbon became one of Russia’s most

successfully constructed symbols of historical memory,

commemorating the patriotism and heroic deeds of Soviet soldiers

during the Second World War. Sidiakin’s use of this symbol was

aimed at stressing the patriotic nature of the new law, which would

defend the sovereignty of the nation. This stood in contrast to the

unpatriotic actions of the opposition. The performative character of

Sidiakin’s speech was clear when he trampled the white ribbon under

foot, symbolizing the country’s resistance, by means of the new

legislation, to foreign subversion (Piter.tv, 2012). These two symbols,

the George ribbon and the white ribbon, were juxtaposed in a

conspiratorial way. The intention was to emphasize the otherness of

NGOs, and at the same time, to advocate the social cohesion of the

rest of the nation, which was emphasized by evoking the memory of

the Second World War.

The campaign against NGOs also made use of conspiracy theories

regarding the collapse of the Soviet Union. In July 2012, a prominent

Russian radio station with liberal credentials, Ekho Moskvy (Echo of

Moscow), broadcast a talk show about the law on NGOs. Discussing

the reasons for its implementation, Krasheninnikova accused

Russian NGOs of planning to undermine state sovereignty and

argued that they were participating in a long-term campaign

orchestrated by the United States with the aim of destroying Russia

and promoting anti-Russian ideas among Russia’s citizens. ‘Yes, we

destroyed [the USSR] ourselves. This is Washington’s idea, [and]

look how deeply [this idea] is embedded in your minds’, argued

Krasheninnikova (Dziadko, Shevardnadze and Krasheninnikova,

2012). The Soviet collapse is being used here as a justification for the

change in legislation. This marks the extent to which, by 2012, the

idea it had been brought about by the efforts of foreign intelligence

had become an essential feature of the country’s political discourse.



The label which was to be imposed on some Russian NGOs after the

adoption of the new law was so controversial that none of the

organizations agreed to be included in the list of ‘foreign agents’. As a

result, in March 2013, Russian law enforcement initiated a mass

inspection of NGOs throughout the country, checking 233 NGOs in

52 regions (Zheleznova, 2013).

Among the first to be targeted were Transparency International and

Amnesty International, major human rights organizations which

had often been critical of the domestic policies of the Kremlin.

Another target was an independent sociological foundation, the

Levada-Centre, which was the only independent opinion polling

company in the country at that time. The inspection of the Levada-

Centre demonstrates with particular clarity the vagueness of the

terms of the new law and its close connection to conspiratorial

discourse. The pretext for inspection was the centre’s alleged political

activities, which were forbidden for NGOs with foreign funding. In

the absence of any definition of political activities, the Levada-

Centre was accused of influencing the political situation within

Russia by publishing the results of opinion surveys which, in the

government’s view, were subversive (Balmforth, 2013).

A public debate about the inspection erupted, with pro-Kremlin

participants using conspiracy-based arguments to defend the actions

of the law-enforcement organs. For instance, Evgenii Fedorov, a

Duma deputy, contended that the Levada-Centre was part of the

‘framework’ of 664 NGOs which were created to establish external

control and exploitation of Russia by the West (Turkova, 2013). This

conspiratorial notion was put forward to delegitimize the results of

the centre’s polls, which demonstrated public disappointment with

some of Putin’s politics after 2012. The ideas articulated by Fedorov,

which were largely based on anti-Western conspiracy theories, could

potentially be applied to various concerns in domestic policy; this

meant that they could be used as a significant instrument of social

cohesion in the post-electoral period.

The role of conspiratorial narratives increased still further in the

media campaign against NGOs in 2013, which signified a change in

governmental policies after Putin’s re-election in 2012. Mamontov’s

documentary of 2006 had featured one of a relatively small number



of conspiratorial stories broadcast by the federal television channel

when the campaign against NGOs first started, but the frequency and

diversity of such programmes and public speakers during Putin’s

third presidential term increased exponentially.

The talk show Politika, broadcast by the state-aligned television

Channel One in May 2013, demonstrated that despite the

participation of discussants with different points of view, the

programme gave particular prominence to conspiracy theories by

means of editing, giving more voice to loyal intellectuals, and

allowing moderators to manipulate the debate. Attempts on the part

of speakers opposed to the Kremlin to demonstrate the mistakes

made in recent inspections were interrupted by the moderators, who

immediately posed another question to the loyal public intellectuals.

This moved the discussion in a different direction and enabled the

use of conspiratorial rhetoric. For instance, the issue of civic

activism, in which some NGOs were involved, was diverted into a

discussion about the colour revolutions and the supposed role of the

intelligence services in them (see, for example, Viacheslav Nikonov

and Mikhail Remizov’s remarks: Politika, 2013). These manipulative

practices created the impression of a plurality of opinions; but the

domination of conspiratorial ideas and the biased approach of the

moderators determined the overall contours of the narrative and

served to delegitimize political opponents of the Kremlin.

A new campaign against NGOs carried out in 2012–13 eventually

impacted on public perception, and established a conspiratorial

image of third sector organizations in public discourse. According to

a sociological poll conducted in May 2013 by the Levada-Centre,

which continued functioning despite intimidating inspections and

critical media coverage, 43 per cent of respondents considered

influence on the domestic policies of Russia as the main aim of NGOs

with foreign funding. Furthermore, 19 per cent perceived such NGOs

as an internal threat to the country. Even though less than one fifth

of respondents saw NGOs as clearly conspiring entities in Russia,

almost half of them perceived third sector organizations as a

problematic factor in domestic life. Hence attempts to delegitimize

the Kremlin’s opponents by turning NGOs into the subversive Other

could be assessed as moderately, but not fully, successful.



The prevalence of conspiratorial rhetoric in public discourse

encouraged people to see a link between the term ‘foreign agent’ and

the conspiratorial notion of the ‘fifth column’, thus effectively

discrediting NGOs as spy agencies. Russian sociologist Denis Volkov

noted at the time of the campaign that according to their research,

approximately 60 per cent of Russians connected the terms ‘foreign

agent’, ‘fifth column’ and ‘spy’. Fifty-six per cent believed that at least

some non-governmental organizations were spying on behalf of

foreign governments (Dymarskii, Larina and Volkov, 2013). As a

result of the campaign, twenty-two organizations were subsequently

declared by the law-enforcement organs to be ‘foreign agents’, and,

as a rule, most of these organizations had a critical stance on the

Kremlin’s domestic policies (Gorodetskaia, 2013). In sum, it has

become evident that by 2013 anti-Western conspiracy theories

turned out to be fully embedded in domestic politics.

Conclusion
The conspiratorial conceptualization of Russian NGOs, which was

promoted in the public sphere from 2004 onwards, was one of the

most significant, long-lasting ideological and political projects

initiated by the Kremlin. Russian NGOs as political actors were

important in fostering the values of a democratic society after the

collapse of the Soviet Union. They provided people with assistance

and filled the educational and social-support gaps left by the

disappearance of the old system of state-sponsored social provision.

Despite their relative weakness and inability to attract large numbers

of activists, they were one of the main sources of civil education, and

this is what enabled them to advance democratic values

(Ljubownikow, Crotty and Rodgers, 2013). Moreover, despite the

relative atomization of Russian society the population’s inclination

towards cooperation and activism remain fairly high, especially in

circumstances which are challenging for individuals (Greene, 2014).

Therefore, the threat the Kremlin perceived in the colour revolutions

made civil society institutions the first target for attack. As the case

of Yukos demonstrated, the application of anti-Western conspiracy

theories, together with the actions of law-enforcement agencies,



could bring fruitful results. Accordingly, the campaign against NGOs

was harsh and conspiratorial.

With the help of the state-aligned media and public intellectuals,

conspiracy mythmaking became a key tool in the discursive

construction of the negative image of Russian NGOs. As exemplified

by the Yukos affair, conspiracy theories proved to be very useful in

ruining the reputation of political enemies. The campaign that

unfolded a few years later makes it clear that conspiratorial notions

were used to help the Kremlin deprive independent civil society

institutions of legitimacy and thus of the possibility of becoming

important political actors which could challenge the Kremlin.

The campaigns against NGOs, promoted by the media and shaped by

conspiracy theories, served to justify legislative changes and, at the

same time, to explain these changes to the public. These measures

caused a two-fold decrease in the number of NGOs, from

approximately 400,000 in 2005 to less than 227,000 in 2016 (TASS,

2016). Given the absence of effective government support for social

and humanitarian initiatives, this drop in the number of NGOs had

an adverse influence on the development of civil society in Russia.

The allegation against NGOs that they lacked loyalty to the Russian

nation paved the way for the government to create from above

supposedly civil society actors who were in fact fully loyal to the

Kremlin (Biriukova and Zheleznova, 2013).

The process of othering NGOs, carried out by public intellectuals and

politicians through anti-Western conspiracy discourse, was primarily

aimed at ensuring that civic organizations were perceived negatively

by the majority of Russians. In fact, political elites were concerned

that they themselves could lose legitimacy because of the activities of

NGOs, and this further encouraged the use of anti-Western

conspiracy theories as an important instrument of political practice.

The significant increase in conspiracy fears about NGOs during

Putin’s second and third presidential terms allows us to trace both

the evolution of the anti-Western conspiracy discourse and the

continuity of methods which were used in solving domestic political

issues.

The campaign against NGOs in 2005–6 was carried out by a few

highly influential media outlets, and it began to shape public opinion



regarding the work of NGOs. It was not difficult for the Kremlin to

create a conspiratorial image among ordinary Russians of NGOs as a

‘fifth column’ because both knowledge about and interest in their

activities were relatively low. However, the unstable political

situation in the aftermath of the presidential elections in March 2012

significantly radicalized the official political discourse. The dramatic

decrease in public support for the government forced pro-Kremlin

politicians and intellectuals to use all available discursive tools to

ensure social cohesion and public support of the regime. An image of

NGOs as the dangerous conspiring Other had already been

established; the subsequent escalation of the Kremlin-led campaign

against NGOs can be seen as a straightforward way to suppress one

of the few noticeable opponents of the regime. The crisis in Ukraine,

discussed in Chapter 7, would bring another wave of repressions.



6 
Shadows of the Revolution
The shadow of 1917 hangs over Putin and his elites. In 2017, a

hundred years after the revolution, there is no indication that any

official ceremonies will be held to commemorate the event that

shook the world and changed the country forever. Instead, after

eighteen years of the Putin presidency, the establishment has

become accustomed to looking for signs of an insurgency which

could end his regime, in the same way that the regime of Emperor

Nicholas II collapsed in 1917. The state-aligned media keep on airing

programmes about the Western spies who destroyed the great

Imperial state from within, making pointed references to the current

global state of affairs (Zygar, 2017).

The gradual insulation of the country from foreign influence, and its

development into a ‘fortress’ (at least on the level of political

rhetoric), began under the pretext of preventing revolution from

being ‘imported’ into Russia from the West. The first regime changes

in the CIS countries in the mid 2000s met with great concern in

Moscow. They disrupted existing relations between the political

elites of the former Soviet republics and, in the eyes of the Kremlin

leaders, posed a serious challenge to the smooth transfer of power

during the 2007–8 Russian elections. Russia’s power brokers did not

want to violate the constitution, which would raise questions about

their right to rule; instead they used all the tools available to them to

redesign the political system in such a way that Vladimir Putin could

legitimately remain in power. Elections have been key to this

process.

The importance of regular and fair elections cannot be

overestimated. They guarantee political stability, and the peaceful

renewal of the positions of the elites; they enable the interests of

various social and political groups to be expressed; and they help to

solve political crises. Furthermore, they provide citizens with the

means of changing the ways in which political, economic and social

policies are carried out (Przeworski, 2015). Gorbachev’s reforms and



the first free elections in the USSR, in 1989, had a significant impact

on the country’s political development. All the same, free elections

posed new challenges to the citizens of these countries, and, even

more so, to the political elites. As McFaul and Petrov note (2004),

during the 1990s, the Russian political elites managed to reduce the

uncertainties associated with competitive elections and learned how

to use particular political tools to preserve their leading positions,

while at the same time sustaining the public image of the country as

a democratic state. Attempts by the authorities to weaken the

electoral system, both on the federal and regional levels, were

successful both in the 1990s and the 2000s (Ross, 2009). As a result,

by the 2010s, the Russian electoral system had become a loyal

instrument in the hands of the ruling elites (White, 2011).

The electoral period of 2007–8 was particularly crucial for the

Kremlin. The parliamentary and presidential elections, which were

to take place in December 2007 and March 2008 respectively, were

intended to ensure Putin’s political future after the expiry of his

second term in the office. Consequently, they were of enormous

importance to the country’s political establishment. The pre-election

period coincided with turbulent changes in the CIS countries, where

former political elites lost their positions, in some cases because of

electoral defeat, in others of post-electoral opposition campaigns.

Claiming that these changes were orchestrated by Washington,

Russian political elites articulated the idea of a ‘Western plot’ to

undermine Russian stability and sovereignty, specifically using

elections. This concept became central both in the 2007

parliamentary election campaign, and in the 2011–12 parliamentary

and presidential campaigns. By the next electoral period, in 2016, the

Kremlin had no need for a massive popular mobilization around

conspiracy theories, since the Ukraine crisis and the Crimean

annexation were doing that job.

The electoral periods in post-Soviet Russia have provided the

opportunity for the revitalization of mythmaking. Wilson (2005) has

demonstrated the pivotal role played by political technologies in

gaining a desired election result, and outlined the various methods

by which public opinion is manipulated. Other experts have focused

on the Russian elections and have explored the ways in which other

candidates fall victim to character assassination, locating and



analysing this phenomenon within the Russian electoral context

(Sigelman and Shiraev, 2002; Samoilenko and Erzikova, 2017).

Surprisingly, the role played by conspiracy mythmaking in Russian

elections has been neglected by scholars. This chapter aims to fill this

gap, focusing precisely on this aspect of the two electoral campaigns.

The conspiracy narratives can be found at the heart of the popular

mobilization campaign, and were used to justify repression against

any potential rivals.

Putin as National Leader
The transition of power to a carefully chosen successor, and

maintaining a central position for Putin in the political system,

became the main goals of the pre-electoral period (Furman, 2007).

As Henry Hale suggests, in the post-Soviet world political regimes

are very dependent on patrons who create networks which function

as the backbone of these regimes (Hale, 2015). Preserving the

patrons means sustaining the power of these networks; accordingly,

in crisis situations there are determined attempts to ensure that

these networks survive. After people in Ukraine refused to elect a

pro-Russian candidate in their presidential elections, pro-Kremlin

spin doctors and politicians spent a great deal of time and resources

establishing an image of Putin as the only viable national leader.

Through the publication of books and aggressive media campaigns

they depicted Putin as the keystone of Russia’s national

independence and economic stability.

Since the realization in the late 1990s that anti-Western conspiracy

theories were a useful tool for public mobilization, their development

became a priority for pro-Kremlin intellectuals. The two years in

which ‘sovereign democracy’ had been used as an ideological

framework were enough to prepare the arguments which would

ensure that Putin remained in power after 2008. By the beginning of

the electoral season in 2007, the Kremlin had at its disposal a set of

conspiratorial ideas with which to undermine the positions of its

opponents, and instruments with which to promote these ideas

among Russian citizens. The parliamentary elections which were

held on 2 December 2007 served as a form of referendum in support

of Putin’s policies and of the United Russia Party, in which Putin



took the position of chairman. The pro-Kremlin pre-election

campaign paid particular attention to the supposed subversive

actions of the opposition, which consisted of United Russia’s political

opponents and international observers, whose statements could

undermine the legitimacy of the regime in the eyes of foreign

observers. A ferocious media campaign, as well as changes to the

state legislation, marginalized the opposition and helped the pro-

Putin party to secure a key political position.

After completing two consecutive presidential terms, Putin

continued to hold a leading position on the political scene and

became more than just a politician (Cassiday and Johnson, 2010). By

the crucial electoral period of 2007–8, the Kremlin had devoted

much effort to turning the president into a popular icon (Goscillo,

2011). Pictures of a bare-chested Putin riding a horse, videos of

young women declaring their love for the president, which went viral

on the Internet, and the specific targeting of women as a potential

support group, was a deliberate Kremlin policy which was aimed at

creating the nucleus of Putin’s electorate (Pavlovskii, 2012). This

focus on gender and masculinity, as Valerie Sperling notes (2015),

has been one of the Kremlin’s strategies of legitimization both of

Putin and his regime. A poll conducted by the Levada-Centre in July

2007 revealed that 52 per cent of respondents would support Putin

in 2012 if he ran for another presidential term (Levada-tsentr, 2007).

This extensive level of support, in part achieved through

manipulative media coverage, was highlighted during the 2007–8

electoral campaign, in which Putin was represented as the main

defender of the Russian state (Baraulina, 2006, pp. 24–7; Hutchings

and Rulyova, 2009, pp. 29–56).

As Dugin (2007) claimed, among Putin’s biggest achievements in the

2000s were the restoration of the country’s territorial integrity, the

prevention of Russia’s collapse, and her newly regained reputation as

a world power ‘which everybody else takes into account’. Pro-

Kremlin spin-doctors further attempted to attach global significance

to Putin by stressing his role in resisting US hegemony. Shortly

before the elections, Pavlovskii (2007) contended that the Russian

global mission was not the country’s ‘return to former greatness’, but

its successful containment of the USA, which only Putin was able to

achieve:



You cannot invent a global mission, but you can choose it out of

a short list of real, eagerly sought goals. Putin did it. In the world

of the simultaneously destructive and utopian ‘Bush doctrine’,

the demand for resistance to the US is impossible. However,

there is a global demand for this resistance. . . . The containment

of the US is Russia’s function for the next few years. Most of

humankind, including its Western part, will tacitly support all

Russian actions in this sphere even without openly expressing

public support. Putin found a unique niche of unarticulated

global demand for particular policies and occupied it.

(Pavlovskii, 2007)

Consequently, Putin was gradually developing some exceptional

features and becoming a unique political figure in post-Soviet Russia.

He was expected, among other things, to help unite the various social

and ethnic groups in Russian society into one nation. At its meeting

in May 2007, the United Russia Party voted in favour of the so-called

Plan Putina (Putin’s plan), a set of vague ideas about socio-economic

and political projects scheduled for realization in the years following

the 2007–8 elections (Orlov, 2007). This initiative was mainly used

to demonstrate the continuity of the regime’s policies and to

emphasize the stability in Russia’s domestic policies, which was

perceived as one of Putin’s main achievements. Apart from socio-

economic projects, the most important part of the plan was ‘the

strengthening of Russian sovereignty’, defined as Russia’s right to

independently determine the direction of its political development.

The leaders of United Russia stressed the uniqueness of ‘Russian

civilization’ and emphasized Russia’s independence from the West.

One of the party leaders at that time, Andrei Vorob’ev, stated that

Putin’s plan did not signal an end to Russia’s commitment to

democracy; however, ‘democracy in Russia is the power of the

Russian people’ [emphasis added – I. Y.]. Thus, Vorob’ev implicitly

referred to the wave of ‘colour revolutions’, which were now said to

be organized by Washington to impose on Russia a peculiarly

‘Western’ type of democracy which was alien to its own political

traditions (Vorob’ev, 2007). In this context, the figure of Putin was

used to demonstrate the will of ‘the people’ to democratically choose

the country’s leader regardless of the will of the ‘Other’, the United

States.



While high-ranking politicians only vaguely hinted at the possible

threat of external invasion, pro-Putin intellectuals had more

opportunities to express conspiratorial ideas in public. For instance,

Dugin’s rather Manichean interpretation of Putin’s plan reduced it to

the traditional opposition of Russia to the West and the latter’s

purported attempts to destroy Russia in the 1990s with the help of

corrupt and treacherous domestic elites:

Putin’s personal achievement was the fact that he did not listen

to political elites, who had an anti-national orientation. . . . He

did not listen to various foundations that led him to the West,

pushed him towards ultra-liberalism, towards Russophobia,

towards his own suicide, [as well as the destruction of] his

course, the country, the nation. He did not listen to these elites,

but listened to the voice of history, the voice of the people, and

the voice of geopolitics. (Dugin, 2012, p. 26)

This interpretation of Putin’s plan reflects the main conspiratorial

notion which was widely used in the 2007–8 campaign: a general

threat to the political order coming from the West. The threat was

embodied in the ‘treacherous’ activities of NGOs and the

irresponsible actions of political elites in the 1990s. These elites bore

the main responsibility for the collapse of the Soviet Union and the

subsequent economic disorder. Putin’s plan did not contain any real

political measures, but, through actions which were largely

performative, it served to divide society into two groups, the loyal

majority and a subversive minority. The original descriptions of the

threat were vague, but they were later elaborated on by high-ranking

politicians.

For instance, Boris Gryzlov, United Russia’s chairman, claimed

(2007) that without Putin, Russia would be open to plunder:

‘Contemporary Russia is Putin. “Russia without Putin” is a Russia

without governance, a Russia without will. It is a Russia which could

be dismembered and which could be used in whatever way. Russia

up for grabs (Rossiia kak dobycha)’. Gryzlov’s text represented a

mixture of alarmist ideas about a permanent threat from internal

and external enemies, and assurances that the political

establishment was able to resist any sort of intrusion into domestic

politics. It appealed to negative public attitudes about NATO, which



at the time was seen as Russia’s rival and potential menace (Levada-

tsentr, 2009). Gryzlov also mentioned the threat of the ‘colour

revolutions’ and linked this to the activities of Russian NGOs. Russia

was presented as a large, ‘sovereign’ community of Russian citizens

led by Putin, whose actions were aimed at ensuring the prosperity

and greatness of the state and its people. ‘It is time to remind

ourselves: we are Russia. The scenario in which “public”

organizations operating in the country are pumped with money to

destabilize the situation will not take place here. The right of Russian

citizens to shape their country’s destiny is not for sale’ (Gryzlov,

2007).

On 2 October 2007, at the United Russia party congress, Putin

became the official leader of the party, which allowed pro-Kremlin

speakers to claim that the parliamentary elections were in effect a

referendum on Putin’s policies (Mashkarin, 2007). The positioning

of Putin at the head of the party served to create the impression that

Russia, as a whole, supported both him and his party. Those who did

not support them, or held different political views, were either non-

patriots or outright enemies. In this discourse, Putin, as leader of the

party, not only represented ‘Russia’, but his policies and actions

reflected the aspirations of ordinary citizens. Thus, he was now

depicted as the spokesperson of the ‘people’, set against a minority of

political opponents who represented the West. This image was

further promoted by means of a media campaign which involved

ordinary people. The Kremlin-aligned media claimed that these

people were concerned about Putin’s political future, and were

calling on the president to remain in a leadership position (Vasil’ev,

2007).

Another initiative was to attract voters with no specific political

sympathies by means of a campaign entitled V podderzhku Putina

(In Putin’s support). Its initiators claimed that 70 per cent of the

Russian population could be mobilized to support Putin and that

most Russians would join forces with the purpose of ‘helping Putin

to work for the benefit of the Russian people’ (Bagdasarian, 2007). In

the speeches of the campaign’s activists, Putin was placed in

opposition to disloyal politicians, who had betrayed the country after

the demise of the Soviet Union. This viewpoint was endorsed by the

concept of the tumultuous ’90s (likhie devianostye), the time of



economic and political chaos, which could only have happened with

the connivance of irresponsible politicians who cooperated with the

West and ultimately took the Russian people to the brink of

starvation. In the words of spin doctors, intellectuals and journalists,

Putin’s policies were aimed solely at ensuring stable lives for

ordinary people after the chaos of the 1990s. This propaganda

transformed Putin into the country’s saviour and ‘the people’s

leader’.

During the first rally of the V Podderzhku Putina campaign, Vladimir

Voronin, the representative of a Cossack movement, who made it

clear that he did not endorse any of the political parties, expressed

concern about the possible return of the instability of the 1990s:

Our logic – the logic of non-partisans and people detached from

power – is simple: on 2 December 2007 we do not want to wake

up in a different country, where governments change like in a

film. . . . We do not want a power vacuum like in the 1990s. We

want the preservation of stability and continuity of government,

and we can only see Putin as its guarantor. (Emel’ianenko,

2007)

Reference to the recent traumatic experience of the 1990s became a

pivotal element in the electoral rhetoric of the 2007–8 campaign.

Every spokesperson stressed that a stable future was not yet

guaranteed, meaning that the return of instability was still possible.

Hence, the division was made still sharper between ‘the people’, who

wanted the continutation of the stability and relative prosperity

which Putin had provided in the last eight years, and the internal

‘Other’, a troublesome minority who were trying to return to power

and would bring chaos in their wake.

When accepting the leadership of the party, Putin emphasized that in

the previous century, ‘our Motherland passed through many

convulsions’, such as economic ‘shock therapy’, territorial collapse

and moral decay. By contrast, in the 2000s his government had

provided ordinary Russians with economic stability, agricultural

successes and improved social support (Putin, 2007b). This

demonization of the 1990s – first featured in Putin’s landmark

speech in 2005 – not only reminded Russian citizens about recent

traumatic experiences, but it also served to define more clearly the



main opponents of Putin and United Russia, now commonly called

‘Putin’s enemies’ (vragi Putina). In the words of pro-Putin

politicians and intellectuals during the campaign, the ultimate goal

of these people and organizations, backed by the West, was to restore

a regime interested solely in national plunder and disintegration.

‘Putin’s Enemies’
In 2006–7, pro-Putin intellectuals and spin doctors further

elaborated narratives about how to define the enemies of Russia and

Putin. By the time of the elections, the Evropa publishing house,

which was closely affiliated with Pavlovskii, published two books

which dealt with the ‘subversive Other’ in Putin’s Russia. One was

focused on individuals, the other on organizations.

The first of these publications could not have been more explicit; its

title was Vragi Putina (Putin’s enemies). Written by a group of pro-

Kremlin journalists and published in November 2007, at the peak of

the electoral campaign, it included stories about opposition

politicians and oligarchs who had either left Russia to avoid arrest or,

like Khodorkovsky, had been convicted. The second book, by a PR-

specialist Maksim Grigor’ev, was titled Fake-struktury. Prizraki

rossiiskoi politiki (Fake-Structures: The Shadows of Russian

Politics). This focused on NGOs and various organizations which

were opposed to the Kremlin. The author claimed that the declared

goals and principles of these organizations were deceitful; in reality

their sole aim was to undermine Russia by means of cooperation

with American and European funding bodies (Grigor’ev, 2007). The

publication of these books was widely advertised by the pro-Kremlin

media as a newsworthy event. The authors were invited to give

several interviews, which allowed them further to elaborate their

arguments (Malysheva, 2007).

The overarching narrative of these publications was to make out that

Putin and Russia were virtually the same thing. Therefore, any

criticism of Putin and the existing political system could be

interpreted as a hostile stance towards the nation. Pavlovskii noted

in an interview given at this time at the Echo of Moscow radio station

that the term ‘enemy’ helped to stress the difference in the political



views of Putin and his opponents (Al’bats and Pavlovskii, 2007).

Thus, the use of that term was justified because it made it clear, on

the eve of the elections, who were the Kremlin’s allies and who were

its opponents.

Vitalii Ivanov, deputy head of the pro-Kremlin Centre for Political

Conjuncture (Tsentr Politicheskoi Kon’iunktury) and one of the pro-

Kremlin spin doctors, wrote in the preface to Vragi Putina:

Putin’s regime carries out policies which respond to the

aspirations of the nation, the policies which restore Russian

power, consolidate the state, support domestic order, which

correspond to our political traditions and strengthen patriotism.

. . . It is not important why a person rejects Putin’s regime and

becomes its enemy. It is important that, in the current situation,

this person automatically becomes an enemy of the state and the

nation, an enemy of our Motherland. (Danilin, Kryshtal’ and

Poliakov, 2007, p. 6)

The central idea of Vragi Putina was to compare Putin to his

‘political enemies’ and demonstrate how ‘immoral’ these people were

in comparison to the president. To do that, the authors assigned a

cardinal sin to each of the ‘Putin enemies’. Boris Berezovskii was

guilty of wrath, which pushed him into battle with Putin over

returning control over the country to the people. Mikhail Kas’ianov,

Russian prime minister from 2000 to 2004, and subsequently a

staunch opposition leader, was accused of greed, since he preferred a

luxurious lifestyle and foreign trips to dealing with ordinary

Russians. The Yukos oil company’s owner Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s

sin was the envy of Putin, which resulted, in the words of the

authors, in him planning to dismantle Russia, destroy most of the

population and give the country’s nuclear weapons to the Americans

(pp. 53–4, 125, 183–4).

Fake-structures had a different angle: it developed the idea that

Russian NGOs were a tool of foreign-government subversion, which

contributed to the destruction of Russia’s unique political culture

and society. Khodorkovsky’s Open Russia, like other NGOs, tried to

monopolize the very notion of ‘Russian civil society’, and criticized

Putin from the position of civil rights activists. Grigor’ev criticized

the coalition Drugaia Rossiia (the Other Russia), formed by various



Russian opposition activists critical of the Kremlin. The author

emphasized the title of the coalition – the Other Russia – and

pointed out how alien Putin’s opponents were in relation to Russian

society, which Putin represented (Grigor’ev, 2007).

The creation of an ‘Other’ by insisting on a connection between

former oligarchs and NGOs was yet another tactic to separate the

main critics of Putin’s policies from ‘the people’. This

conceptualization was reinforced by stressing the critics’ affiliation

with the West. At a time when most people were struggling

financially, rich business people who had made their fortunes by use

of the highly unpopular reforms in the 1990s, were a particularly

easy target. Grigor’ev’s critique argued that these people were

alienated from their country and had links with financial interests

abroad. The parliamentary elections of 2007 were presented as a way

for Russian people to decide the future of the country, in contrast to

the 1990s, when decision-making was controlled by the West

(Dobrov et al., 2007).

International Observers as ‘Fake Structures’
The concept of ‘fake structures’ was also applied to international

observers of the parliamentary and presidential elections. The

Russian political establishment supported the international

monitoring of the elections because it reinforced the regime’s

legitimacy. However, international observers who acted outside the

Kremlin’s control were cause for concern. In late October 2007,

conflict between the Central Election Commission of the Russian

Federation (CEC) and the Organization for Security and Cooperation

in Europe (OSCE) reached its peak when the OSCE criticized the

Russian government for not ensuring that election observers

received their visas on time. OSCE subsequently received a letter of

invitation from the CEC proposing a reduction in the number of

international observers; this prompted OSCE to refuse to participate

in the monitoring of the 2007–8 elections (OSCE, 2007).

In response, pro-Kremlin reporters and intellectuals claimed that

OSCE was acting on the orders of the US government and was

preparing reports about the elections well before they had actually



begun. The observers were alleged to have been tasked with

delegitimizing Putin, whose position would be even stronger after the

elections. Portraying international observers in this way helped

create a sense of danger in relation to international monitoring

organizations, which supposedly wanted to delegitimize Russia’s

parliamentary elections and thereby ‘undermine’ Russian statehood.

At a press conference about the issue of international observers,

Grigor’ev claimed that Washington had set OSCE the goal of

undermining the Putin regime and making it dependent on foreign

institutions. Accordingly, he called for a complete ban on

international observers at the elections (Malysheva, 2007).

Conspiracy ideas in this particular case were used to justify the

current policies of the Russian government concerning the elections.

At the same time, conspiracy theories which pointed to USA control

of the international observers justified their exclusion.

These accusations coincided with intensified US activity in post-

Soviet countries. President Bush actively supported the political

changes in the CIS countries, stating that we live ‘in historic times

when freedom is advancing, from the Black Sea to the Caspian, and

to the Persian Gulf and beyond’ (BBC, 2005). References to US

involvement in the politics of the post-Soviet space, to the detriment

of Russia’s interests, as well as a massive propaganda campaign

promoting the notion of ‘sovereign democracy’, contributed to the

image of Russia as a ‘besieged fortress’. In this context, the regime

did not expect the absence of international observers to have an

impact on the public perception of the elections’ legitimacy. At the

same time, claims made by alternative international observers from

Serbia and CIS states that the elections were carried out in

accordance with democratic standards, were widely reported in the

pro-Kremlin media (Izvestiia, 2007).

In this context, anti-Western conspiracy theories worked as a tool to

delegitimize foreign observers. The possibility of challenging the

validity of the elections in December 2007 was pre-empted by anti-

Western conspiracy theories which were disseminated on the eve of

elections. Claims that the OSCE observers were biased provided an

argument as to why the Russian public should ignore external

criticism of the election results. At the same time, any criticism of the

Kremlin’s policies in the 2000s was counterbalanced by references to



the chaos of the 1990s, and the possibility of a revival of those

terrible times if United Russia were to lose the elections. This

prospect, framed by conspiracy narratives, was at the heart of Putin’s

speeches on the eve of the elections.

The Leader Defines the Enemy
A mass rally of Putin’s supporters was held at the Luzhniki stadium

on 21 November 2007; this was a key feature of the campaign to

establish Putin as the irreplaceable Russian leader and strengthen

the position of United Russia. Putin’s active engagement in the

campaign during its final stage was of crucial importance. The

conspiracy narratives, which were developed by various pro-Kremlin

speakers and disseminated by the state-aligned media in the

previous months, were reflected in Putin’s speeches. Having received

formal approval from the leader, their inclusion in public discourse

was seen as wholly legitimate. The main goal of Putin’s speeches was

to destroy popular support for any opposition leaders or parties

which could challenge United Russia’s predominance. Putin

explained that his presence at the rally was motivated by concern

about Russia’s future, which could be secured only by United

Russia’s policies.

The successful collaboration between Putin and United Russia in the

interests of Russia was juxtaposed to attempts by their rivals to

undermine the country. At least half of the speech Putin delivered on

21 November at United Russia’s congress was concerned with

evocative descriptions of the political elites who had robbed the

country’s citizens in the 1990s. He also made reference to those

irresponsible politicians who had contributed to the collapse of the

Soviet Union in 1991, and to foreign embassies and NGOs of the

present day which were attempting to cause divisions in Russian

society. Putin’s speech, then, reflected the conspiratorial themes that

had been developed by pro-Kremlin spin doctors in the previous

years. Referring to the unreliable elites who had ruled the country in

the past, Putin maintained:



Those who confront us do not want our plan to be realized,

because they have completely different aims and designs for

Russia. They need a weak and sick state. To engage in

underhand dealings behind society’s back (za ego spinoi

obdelyvat’ svoi delishki), to get dividends (poluchat’ kovrizhki)

at our expense, they need a disorganized and disoriented

society, a divided society. (Putin, 2007c)

This part of the speech came close to repeating, – at times, almost

word for word – Vragi Putina. Its authors, Danilin, Kryshtal’ and

Poliakov, had claimed: ‘These particular persons are Vladimir Putin’s

real enemies. They are all united by hatred of the president [because

he] did not let them engage in their underhand dealings behind the

scenes (obdelyvat’ svoi delishki) at the expense of the entire society,

the entire state’ (Danilin et al., p. 10). Since the book had been

published before the rally, these parallels demonstrate a close

relationship between Putin’s speechwriters and the ideas elaborated

by the pro-Kremlin spin doctors. Using the conspiratorial notion of

underhand, behind-the-scenes activities on the part of elites who

opposed Putin promoted, by contrast, an image of Putin himself as a

genuine ‘people’s leader’ who acted for the good of the nation.

Putin’s speech included sections that were designed specifically to

cast certain social groups as a threat to the Russian people and to

Russian greatness. One of its crucial points was the labelling of

political opponents as ‘jackals who beg for scraps at foreign

embassies, foreign diplomatic missions, who count on foreign funds

and governments, rather than the support of their own nation’

(Putin, 2007c). This description served to differentiate the Russian

people, led by Putin, from ‘unpatriotic’ politicians of the Yeltsin era

who sought a return to power through parliamentary elections. This

accusation was primarily directed at the Union of Right Forces (SPS,

Soiuz Pravykh Sil), the liberal party led by a young and newly elected

leader Nikita Belykh. The party could potentially have challenged the

domination of United Russia in the new parliament. The list of SPS

candidates included a few well-known politicians who had served in

Yeltsin’s government. Danilin also accused the party of lying to

voters and having to rely on spin doctors to create the impression of

a truly ‘national’ party (Danilin, 2007). Two months later, his

arguments were reflected in Putin’s speech:



None of these people have stepped back from the political stage.

You can find their names among the candidates and funders of

certain parties. They wish to have revenge; they want to return

to power, to their spheres of influence. . . . [They want] gradually

to restore an oligarchic regime based on corruption and lies.

They lie even today. They will not do anything for anyone. . . .

They will also take to the streets now (Vot seichas echshe na

ulitsy vyidut). They took a bit [of knowledge] from Western

specialists; [they] were trained in neighbouring republics, so,

now [they] will arrange provocations here. (Putin, 2007c)

Without actually naming his party, Putin identified the one political

opponent who could put up a plausible challenge to United Russia.

Had SPS managed to achieve any credible success at the elections, it

would have thrown into question the country’s absolute support of

United Russia and complicated the process of transferring power to

Putin’s chosen successor. To suppress this opponent, the Kremlin

put financial pressure on wealthy members of SPS threatening their

businesses; they had either to leave the party or stop funding it. At

the same time, when members of the party took part in street

protests, this gave pro-Kremlin spin doctors the opportunity to

promote conspiracy theories about SPS participation in a colour

revolution (Guseva and Fishman, 2007).

On 29 November Putin warned Russian television viewers about a

group of politicians who planned, in defiance of the wishes of the

Russian people, to return to the ‘years of indignity, dependency and

collapse’ (Stott, 2007). Broadcast in a prime-time news bulletin on

Channel One a few days before the elections, this address to the

nation was intended to bring about a high turnout of Putin

supporters, which would demonstrate the legitimacy of both the

parliament and the future president. Although a conspiratorial

narrative was not at the centre of this address to the nation, it did

make an appearance; and yet again it was used to divide the country

into the ‘patriotic’ majority, led by Putin, and a minority of ‘pro-

American liberals’ and fugitive oligarchs who wanted to enrich

themselves at Russia’s expense.

The parliamentary elections of 2007 can be seen as a central episode

in the political development of post-Soviet Russia, as they were



harnessed to the task of achieving a smooth transfer of power from

Putin to his chosen successor and legitimizing the political system

over which he presided. As Duncan (2013) noted, uncertainty about

the future created a sense of fear in the elites in Russia; and this fear

was in part reflected in the proliferation of anti-Western conspiracy

theories, which claimed that there was a subversive minority in the

country which aimed to destroy the political and economic

achievements of the 2000s.

After United Russia’s success in the December 2007 elections, the

political establishment altered its overarching political narrative;

instead of the threat of a ‘colour revolution’, the principal danger was

the slow modernization of the economy. This became the central

trope of Medvedev’s presidential term. According to Russian

Newsweek, Medvedev personally removed all references to the

Western threat of ‘colour revolution’ from his speech to a meeting of

civil activists in January 2008, and focused instead on how to

increase the socio-economic prosperity of the Russian people

(Fishman et al., 2007, p. 17). This conceptual shift in Medvedev’s

rhetoric suggested that anti-Western conspiracy notions were

regarded by the political establishment as an efficient tool of popular

mobilization, particularly during sensitive periods for the regime.

The next electoral period, in 2011–12, again demonstrated that anti-

Western conspiracy ideas could protect the regime at a critical time.

The White Ribbon Divides the Country
The major protest activity in the 2011–12 electoral period can be

attributed largely to misjudgements on the part of the Kremlin. Lack

of information and understanding about popular attitudes, and the

conflicting signals sent by the Kremlin to local authorities about who

will run again for the president’s office, allowed the opposition to

seize their opportunity and organize what turned out to be the

biggest rallies since the time of perestroika (Petrov, Lipman and

Hale, 2014, pp. 17–18). At the beginning of the electoral campaign,

the main goal of the pro-Kremlin narrative was to justify Putin’s

return to presidential office for a third term. The official

announcement that he was running for president again was made at

the United Russia Party congress on 24 September 2011, when



Medvedev announced that he would not be seeking a second term

himself. Referred to by the Russian media as a reshuffle (rokirovka),

this swap resulted in disillusionment among many Russians and

provoked criticism in the independent media about Medvedev as a

politician. In the run-up to the elections, liberal journalists argued

that Putin would have a hard time explaining to ordinary Russians

why he was returning to the Kremlin, and justifying Medvedev’s

decision not to seek re-election. Putin failed to resolve these issues

during the campaign (Kamyshev, 2011).

On 20 November 2011, at the Mixed Martial Arts Tournament, Putin

was booed by the crowd. High-ranking supporters, including his

press secretary, Dmitrii Peskov, tried to account for the crowd’s

reaction, making out that it was the defeated foreign fighter who was

booed (Kates, 2011). Nevertheless, the incident demonstrated the

fact that Putin was having difficulties in achieving wide public

support. This caused a dramatic shift in the campaign strategy

(Kukolevskii, 2011), which revived the conspiratorial concepts which

had been used in the previous electoral campaign.

‘The Voice from Nowhere’
As early as 27 November, at the United Russia Party conference,

Putin stated: ‘We know . . . that representatives of some foreign

countries are gathering those they are paying money to, so-called

grant recipients, to instruct them and assign work to influence the

election campaign themselves’ (Bryanski and Grove, 2011). In this

way, Putin and other members of the Russian political establishment

attempted to delegitimize the activities of NGOs on the eve of the

elections and make the results of alternative polls and monitoring

vulnerable to criticism. Yet genuine non-biased monitoring would

have demonstrated massive fraud and violations of the law.

These pronouncements were backed by a clear increase in the

dissemination of anti-Western conspiracy ideas by the Russian

media. The NTV television channel made a documentary about the

Association in Defence of Voters’ Rights, ‘Golos’, which would later

be nicknamed Golos niotkuda (The Voice from Nowhere). The

programme was broadcast on prime-time television on the eve of the



elections (CHP. Rassledovanie: Golos niotkuda, 2011). The

filmmakers, from a special NTV department which had been created

specifically to produce this kind of mudslinging (Afisha, 2012),

claimed that Golos was affiliated with foreign sponsors, and that it

received funding precisely to bring about Russia’s collapse by

claiming that the 2011 parliamentary elections had been rigged. This

story was followed by the closing down of the Karta narushenii (The

Map of Violations) project, produced by Golos in collaboration with

the news website Gazeta.ru to monitor the quantity and specific

details of violations during the parliamentary elections (Sidorenko,

2011).

At the same time, Anton Beliakov, a Duma deputy from the pro-

Kremlin A Just Russia Party, stated that the USA, as Russia’s

geopolitical opponent, had financed Golos for the purpose of

demonizing and undermining the country’s reputation, and so

damaging her investment climate (Makeeva, 2011). Beliakov and his

Duma colleagues filed an inquiry at the General Prosecutor’s Office

to check if Golos’ intervention in the electoral process had been

carried out in the interests of foreign countries (Bashlykova, 2011).

Nikolai Levichev, the head of A Just Russia, also accused Golos of

being a ‘puppet master’ (kuklovod) with ‘messianic’ aspirations to

influence the results of the elections (Gazeta.ru, 2011).

This joint attempt by television channels and politicians to link Golos

with ‘foreign masters’ served to throw both its reputation, and the

results of the monitoring of the elections, into doubt. Although the

organization disclosed all the necessary information about its

funding, the conspiratorial narrative, disseminated through the

mainstream media during the parliamentary election campaign,

described Golos as an important tool of foreign influence on

domestic politics. In the first decade of December, during the street

rallies protesting the rigging of the election results, the following

appeared on the pro-Kremlin website Vzgliad:

http://gazeta.ru/
http://gazeta.ru/


‘Golos’ became ‘the entry point’ for ‘Western partners’ into

Russian domestic politics; precisely through this association

pressure was applied which eventually brought about a situation

whereby today the non-systemic opposition claims the

illegitimacy of the Russian elections and ineffectively tries to

protest in the streets against their results. (Afanas’eva, 2011)

The political establishment feared a loss of legitimacy during the

process of the transition of power, and tried to pre-empt this by

means of conspiratorial narratives about Golos. This was the same

method that had been used against OSCE observers in 2007. Before

the parliamentary elections, some experts decided that there would

be more evidence of political manipulation in these elections than

had been the case in the previous ones, and that this would pose a

threat to the political legitimacy of the United Russia Party and Putin

himself (Belanovsky and Dmitriev, 2011). With public support for

Putin lower than it had been in the 2000s, and the Kremlin unable to

offer the public a sufficiently good reason to return Putin to the

presidency, pro-Kremlin politicians and spin doctors were very keen

to utilize the old tactics. Through active use of the media they

attempted to mobilize ‘the people’ against the pro-Western ‘Other’,

which made independent observers of the elections the first, and

most vulnerable, target, just as they had been in the 2007

parliamentary elections.

‘The White Ribbon Aims to Shed Blood’
Street protests and activism after the parliamentary elections in

December 2011 triggered a wave of conspiracy speculations about a

possible colour revolution supported from abroad. This notion had

been fostered by pro-Kremlin intellectuals since 2005 and they could

now proclaim that it had become a very real danger. Nikolai Starikov

described the events in Moscow as a well-tested plan for revolution

which had been designed in Washington to establish friendly

political regimes in the post-Soviet nations and plunge them into

chaos:



The [foreign] partners and their Fifth Column are now trying to

promote in Russia the same scenario which they have repeatedly

tested in the post-Soviet space of Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Ukraine

– it has been the same everywhere. Elections and cries about

their falsification by the authorities, [then] people in the streets,

[then] an orange revolution (insurrection), [then] total control

of the political life in this country by Washington. (Starikov,

2011f)

One of the protesters’ symbols was a white ribbon; it was used to

emphasize the unity of those discontented with the election results

(El Mariachi, 2011). Shortly after the protests, Starikov and another

pro-Kremlin blogger, Dmitrii Beliaev, contended that the white

ribbon was proof of a ‘colour revolution’, and that this was a plan

invented in the USA to provoke clashes with the authorities and

bring about the deaths of Russian protesters. According to Beliaev,

the website Belaia lenta (The White Ribbon) had been registered in

the USA two months before the Russian parliamentary elections; this

was proof, he argued, of a foreign plan to provoke post-electoral

unrest in Russia. He also alleged that just before the website was

registered, Aleksei Navalny, a prominent Russian opposition leader,

travelled to London where he purportedly received instructions from

Boris Berezovskii, while another leader of the opposition, Boris

Nemtsov, travelled to the USA supposedly to get approval for the

plan. After the December elections, Navalny and Nemtsov urged

people to join street protests; Beliaev claimed that ‘the ideological

backup’ for these actions was provided by individuals with dual

citizenship. He pointed out that several popular media personalities

– the inventor of the white ribbon, writer Arsen Revazov; Dem’ian

Kudriavtsev, the then general director of the Kommersant publishing

house; and another well-known blogger, Anton Nossik – held Israeli

passports. Another person mentioned in Beliaev’s post, Konstantin

von Eggert, was a former BBC journalist and member of the Royal

Institute for International Affairs in London, and had previously had

close connections to Great Britain; Beliaev took this as an indication

of his involvement in anti-Russian subversive activity (Beliaev, 2011).

When the Moscow authorities refused permission for an official

opposition rally, and opposition leaders called on people to hold

unauthorized protests, Starikov and Beliaev warned their readers



that the real aim of the white ribbon movement was to shed blood on

the streets of Moscow and try to blame the government for the

violence:

On 10 December, people gather not to express [their] protest,

but solely to shed blood and infuriate the mob, to cause

disorder. This has happened in many countries in the Middle

East, and the same happened one hundred years ago in Russia.

‘The White Ribbon’, according to the intentions of organizers,

should become red. Then this symbol has a completely different

meaning. (Starikov, 2011a)

The peaceful atmosphere of the first rally against the election results,

held on Moscow’s Bolotnaia Square, belied the warning of

bloodshed. However, the state leadership chose another tactic to

undermine the opposition: refocusing the criticism from rigged

elections to Putin himself. Putin’s own comments on the white

ribbons were extremely pejorative, but they initially backfired. At a

press conference held on 15 December he compared the ribbons to

condoms, which was meant to defame the protesters’ symbol (Elder,

2011b). These comments triggered a wave of anti-Putin criticism that

was expressed on protesters’ banners during the next demonstration,

held on 24 December. Yet Putin’s comments did have an important

influence on the course of the electoral campaign, and inadvertently

supplied the pro-Putin intellectuals with further arguments to link

the supposed internal enemy with the West.

Putin’s deprecating comment on the white ribbons became, in fact,

the key moment of the Kremlin campaign to win the elections. It

helped transform the protesters’ message, enshrined on numerous

banners, into personal criticism of Putin, rather than a demand for

fair elections. This shift crucially shaped the subsequent campaigns.

Putin became the focal point of both anti-government protests and

the pro-government campaign; and this helped to bring about a

highly performative official discourse. Pro-Kremlin intellectuals and

journalists depicted Russian society as divided between ‘the real

people of Russia’, also called ‘Putin’s majority’, who for the most part

represented provincial Russia, and the so-called ‘creative class’, a

dissatisfied minority consisting of hipsters (fashionable young

people), internet users and so-called ‘liberals’ (Ross, 2016). The



elections in March 2012 were, then, transformed again into a

referendum in support of Putin and his policies. The pro-Putin

campaign, carried out by the state-aligned media, also attempted to

turn the image of Putin into a symbol which could unify disparate

social groups to broaden his electoral base. At the same time, it

served to demarcate the boundaries between ‘Us’ and the subversive

‘Other’, a broad category which included almost every citizen critical

of Putin and his policies.

The ‘Spoiled Muscovites’ vs. ‘The Real
Russia’
The division of Russian society into the majority of people and the

minority of protesters was effected through the creation of media

personalities who, it was claimed, shared the values of Putin’s

electorate. For instance, during the same press conference on 15

December which was referred to above, Putin received a question

from Igor’ Kholmanskikh, a worker from Nizhnii Tagil, who

expressed concern about the opposition rallies:

We don’t want to go back. I want to say about these rallies, if our

militia, or, as is it called now, the police, do not know how to

work, cannot cope, I, together with my men, are ready to go out

and assert our stability . . . (Zygar, 2016, p. 218)

This episode signalled the start of Kholmanskikh’s media career that

ended soon after the elections; in the winter of 2011–12 he was

transformed into an iconic personality and a recurring character in

the campaign, representing the ‘real, working Russia’ in contrast to

the ‘cubicle rats’ (ofisnyi plankton, a derogative term for office

workers) of Moscow. In an article published on 18 January 2012,

Kholmanskikh wrote:



It is our country. It is not for them to be the best people in the

country and the salt of the earth, but for us all. The country

should be developed in the way that all people think is right. . . .

I think that if I am ready to vote for Putin in the presidential

elections and am ready to encourage others to do the same, it

does not mean I am on ‘the side of the authorities’. I am on the

side of the people. (Nakanune.ru, 2012)

These words echoed Putin’s statement, made in a pre-election article

he wrote for the newspaper Izvestiia, about a certain section of the

Russian elites, who always tried to initiate revolution instead of

promoting stability (Putin, 2012b). The focus of the pro-Putin

rhetoric was the juxtaposition of the stability and prosperity of the

ordinary Russian people, versus a corrupt, pro-Western minority,

which was attempting to get rid of Putin and hand control of the

country to the West. The subsequent course of the presidential

campaign was based on this juxtaposition: the ‘real people of Russia’

against a ‘fat, ambitious, absolutely addle-brained, forgetful

minority’, in the words of Mikhail Leont’ev, a famous pro-Kremlin

journalist who became one of the frontmen of Putin’s campaign

(Polianskaia, 2012).

Although the conspiratorial narratives of the elections in 2007 and in

2012 had certain similarities, the 2012 presidential campaign was

distinguished by a vagueness in the pro-Kremlin speakers’ definition

of the subversive ‘Other’. Between 2008 and 2011, as Vladimir

Gel’man (2013, p. 5) notes, the number of groups unsatisfied with

the regime was growing. People who were affected by the world

economic crisis, and motivated by Medvedev’s calls for

modernization, hit the streets to express their discontent with the

status quo. The diversity of social and political groups disappointed

with the prospect of Putin returning to the presidency made it

difficult for the Kremlin to clearly and quickly identify the object of

conspiratorial mythmaking. Consequently, diverse groups of people

who protested about the rigged elections in December 2011 and

questioned the stability of the regime were discursively united into a

single group, ‘the people from Bolotnaia’. All of the members of this

vaguely defined social group supposedly shared a hatred of Putin and

had links to the West.

http://nakanune.ru/


Sergei Kurginian, another prominent participant in the campaign,

posited a division between ‘the pro-Western, conspiring minority’

and Russian patriots in a manifesto called, revealingly, Oni i My

(Them and Us). The central argument of the manifesto defined the

attendees of the first Bolotnaia rally and its leaders as agents of a

‘foreign evil will’ (ispolniteli inozemnoi zloi voli) which had been

preparing for perestroika-2. Kurginian drew a parallel with the last

years of the USSR and Gorbachev’s failure to reform the country,

which had resulted in economic collapse; and he accused Yeltsin of

plundering the country in the 1990s. He directed his populist call to

the economically worst-affected group of the population in the

1990s, the intelligentsia, many of whose representatives did not have

high incomes, in contrast to the attendees of the opposition rallies,

most of whom were said to have relatively high income (Volkov,

2012, p. 74):

So, THEY want the final breakdown of the country. If you wish

it, go to THEIR rally. Support their fat bodies with your skinny

hands. But THEY, after partitioning the country, will leave for

foreign castles and villas. While you will not leave. So, is it worth

going to THEIR rallies, supporting THEM? (Sut’ vremeni, 2011)

Kurginian’s acknowledgement of the justified ‘dissatisfaction of

professors and doctors, workers and engineers, soldiers, teachers,

agrarians’ with current governmental policies was clearly aimed at

distinguishing the discontent of representatives of ‘real Russia’ from

the dissatisfaction of leaders of the opposition movement. Avoiding

references to post-election grassroots civic activity in the country,

Kurginian associated the rallies for the most part with politicians

from Yeltsin’s government, such as Nemtsov, and former tabloid

celebrities, like Kseniia Sobchak. Their aim, according to Kurginian,

was to destroy the country by manipulating ‘justified discontent’ with

the political situation, as was also done in 1991 (Sut’ vremeni, 2011).

At the same time, pro-Kremlin spin doctors and journalists

continued to portray the leaders of the opposition rallies as a ‘fifth

column’ working for the US State Department. A substantial part of

the conspiratorial narrative during this campaign was disseminated

through television documentaries. The most notable example is

NTV’s series of documentaries, Zagranitsa im pomozhet (Abroad



Will Help Them) and Anatomiia protesta (The Anatomy of Protest).

Each episode in these series summarized the various myths, forgeries

and clichés of Russian conspiracy discourse of the 2000s, such as

Russia being infiltrated by foreign agents, NGOs and oppositionists,

and being financed by foreign governments hoping to destroy Russia

and obtain control over its natural resources (CHP. Rassledovanie.

Anatomiia protesta, 2012b).

However, the key aim of these documentaries was to lay the blame

for electoral fraud on the anti-Putin opposition. Numerous videos

were screened about vote-rigging engineered by foreign intelligence

services. On the other hand, as early as 4 February 2012, the

Investigative Committee of the Russian Prosecutor General’s Office

declared that most videos about the Kremlin’s falsification of results

during the 2011 parliamentary elections ‘contained elements of video

editing’ and were later placed on US Internet servers (Channel One,

2012c). The fact that anyone in the world who had YouTube access

could upload these videos was of no interest to those making these

comments; their emphasis was on the fact that these particular

YouTube servers were in the USA, and this suggested that anti-

government criticism had been staged by the USA. Moreover, at the

peak of the campaign, Stanislav Govorukhin, the chief of Putin’s

campaign office, declared that the Internet was a scrapheap

(pomoika) which belonged to the US State Department (NTV, 2012).

Thus, the videos about electoral fraud, which were widely recorded

and disseminated via the Internet by ordinary Russians, were

interpreted as a part of a subversive American plan, rather than a

grassroots initiative by Russian citizens calling for fair elections.

Although conspiratorial notions were placed in the public space, the

policy of delegitimizing those opposed to Putin had a limited impact

on public opinion. According to a poll conducted by the Levada-

Centre in January 2012, only 13 per cent of respondents adhered to

the idea of ‘Western sponsorship’ of the rallies (Levada-tsentr, 2012).

Given this result, it might be concluded that although anti-Western

conspiracy theories were a useful item in the Kremlin’s political

toolbox, they only possessed a limited capacity. Their ability to

polarize society was evident only when they were placed alongside

other populist rhetoric which referred to current socio-economic and

political problems. During the electoral campaign, the authorities



aggressively used anti-Western conspiracy notions to achieve a

short-term mobilization of all potential supporters. However, the

division of Russian society into the ‘people’, represented by Putin,

and a mixed community of protesters supposedly linked to the West,

was used to channel away from the Putin regime the dissatisfaction

of large numbers of Russian citizens with the economic and social

inequality in the country. Alarmist conspiracy theories about a ‘fifth

column’ supported the populist claim about the preservation of

existing stability, and were used to bring about the swift mobilization

of those voters who were financially dependent on the government.

Michael McFaul: ‘Ambassador for Colour
Revolutions’
A comment addressed to Putin by US Senator John McCain that the

Arab Spring ‘is coming to a neighbourhood near you’, and Secretary

of State Hillary Clinton’s ‘concerns about the conduct of the election’,

helped to substantiate conspiracy fears (Spillius, 2011; Labott, 2011).

In response to international criticism, Putin stated that Clinton’s

words had no factual basis, but they set the tone for some ‘figures

within the country and provided a signal. They [the members of

opposition] heard this signal and, under the auspices of the US State

Department (gosdep), started active work’ (Elder, 2011a). Hence, the

notion of gosdep (an acronym of gosudarstvennyi departament) –

another conspiratorial metaphor – became a central feature in the

body of conspiratorial mythmaking related to the 2011–12 electoral

period.

In Russia’s official discourse, the new US ambassador to Russia,

Michael McFaul, who arrived in January 2012, came to symbolize

American conspiracy against the country. His meetings with leaders

of the opposition allowed pro-Kremlin journalists and writers to

claim that he had arrived in Russia to supervise a colour revolution;

indeed, he was soon given the nickname ‘Ambassador for colour

revolutions’ (Bohm, 2014). The image of the new Ambassador which

appeared in the Russian media provided an important conceptual

connection between the opposition rallies, the notion of the colour

revolution, and the collapse of the USSR.



These three things were crudely lumped together by Mikhail Leont’ev

in his programme Odnako, which was broadcast on Channel One on

17 January. Leont’ev’s pronouncements followed a report which had

just been broadcast on the previous programme, Vremia, about

Ambassador McFaul’s first Moscow meeting with opposition leaders

(Channel One, 2012b). Leont’ev described McFaul as an expert on

‘colour revolutions’, referring to an article published on the popular

Russian website Slon entitled Poslom v Rossiiu priezzhaet spetsialist

po revolutsiiam (The arriving ambassador to Russia is a specialist

on revolutions) (Baunov, 2012).

According to Leont’ev, McFaul’s main specialization was the

‘promotion of democracy’. He backed up this claim with a quote from

McFaul’s interview with Slon about his positive impressions of the

last years of perestroika and his friendship with ‘Russian democrats’.

Leont’ev suggested that McFaul financed and trained so-called

‘democratic leaders’ who then took leading positions in Russia in the

1990s, and that in 2010 McFaul had played a central role in the

training of the opposition leader Aleksei Navalny at Yale University.

Hence Leont’ev tied together the collapse of the USSR, the harsh

economic reforms supported by pro-American economists, and the

current activities of the opposition movement, implying that these

processes were all part of one plan coordinated by one person,

Michael McFaul. Later, Leont’ev referred to the US periodical

Foreign Policy, which noted that McFaul was the second non-career

diplomat appointed to Moscow; the first was Bob Strauss, who,

according to Leont’ev, had ‘serviced the collapse of the USSR’. In

addition, he held that McFaul was the author of hundreds of ‘anti-

Putin’ articles and a book, Russia’s Unfinished Revolution: Political

Change from Gorbachev to Putin. This title gave Leont’ev the

opportunity to hypothesize that the new ambassador had arrived in

Moscow in order to complete the revolution (Analiticheskaia

programma ‘Odnako’ s Mikhailom Leont’evym, 2012). The previous

academic interests of Ambassador McFaul and, in particular, his

research on the origins of the political changes in Ukraine in the mid

2000s (Aslund and McFaul), enabled Leont’ev to speculate about

McFaul’s comprehensive knowledge both of the funding schemes of

the ‘colour revolutions’, and the financial support provided by the

USA to encourage similar events in Russia.



Leont’ev’s short report on Ambassador McFaul’s appointment,

broadcast on prime-time television, became another element in the

conspiratorial allegations about the presidential electoral campaign.

Igor’ Panarin described McFaul as the archetypal conspiratorial

mastermind:

Time has shown that he knows how to withstand pressure,

quickly adjusts to a changing situation, and obviously has some

secret plans about how to implement Aleksei Navalny’s project.

So, it is too early for the Kremlin to relax – the fight to prevent

chaos and to preserve Russian statehood is yet to come.

(Panarin, 2012)

Meeting with opposition leaders on his first day in office made

McFaul stand out from traditional diplomats. In addition, he had

connections with the Russian political elites of the 1990s, many of

whom were considered by pro-Kremlin propagandists to be

representatives of the West, and he was very open to dialogue with

members of the opposition (Makfol and Pozner, 2012). For these

reasons he became an obvious target for anti-American conspiracy

theorists. In the ensuing campaign against McFaul they were able to

exploit negative Russian attitudes towards the USA: throughout the

2000s, between 25 and 30 per cent of Russians held such attitudes

(Levada-tsentr, 2015). McFaul was portrayed as the conspiratorial

personification of the USA, supposedly the key coordinator of

subversion of the Russian state.

Poklonnaia Hill vs. Bolotnaia Square
The apex of this conspiracy hysteria was the ‘Anti-Orange’ rally on

Moscow’s Poklonnaia Hill which was held on 4 February 2012, where

leading anti-Western public intellectuals gathered to denounce ‘the

orange threat’ (Analbaeva, 2012). This rally was the first in a series of

street events that were used to demonstrate the numerical

predominance of pro-Putin forces over oppositionists. Among the

slogans were: ‘Yes – to fair elections, no – to orange ones’; ‘We won’t

let the country collapse’; and ‘Stop begging for scraps at foreign

embassies’. These slogans provided a link between the electoral

campaigns of 2007 and 2011–12 that also accused ‘foreign embassies’



and the opposition of working to undermine Putin’s regime. The

Poklonnaia Hill rally became the ‘patriotic answer’ to the

opposition’s third demonstration for fair elections which took place

in Moscow on the same day. The ‘patriotic’ rally was supposed to

symbolize the attitude of ‘real Russia’ to Putin, as opposed to the

anti-Putin rhetoric of the opposition. This same approach would be

used later in the Pussy Riot affair.

The Poklonnaia Hill rally had two main aims: to resist the ‘orange

threat’, and to express support for Putin. The large number of

protesters served to demonstrate that Putin represented the majority

of the Russian people, who opposed the minority of ‘dissatisfied

Muscovites’. The coverage by state-aligned media channels also

stressed the numerical superiority of the pro-Putin demonstrators,

giving the figure of ‘more than 100 thousand participants’, in

contrast to the anti-Putin rally which was said to have drawn only a

quarter of that number (Gazeta.ru, 2012). In the words of the leaders

of the Poklonnaia Hill initiative, the participants of their rally stood

up against the political ‘nobody’ (nichtozhestvo) which was

determined to destroy the country (Ivanov, 2012).

Pro-Putin speakers regularly juxtaposed the two rallies. They were

said to symbolize the two parts of Russian society and were evidence

of the binary division of the world, which is a typical trope of

conspiracy discourse. Most Russians, who were represented by

Putin, were said to be concerned with securing stability and peace,

while the minority had only one goal – to gain power by any means.

Putin and his political allies insisted that the opposition was

prepared to falsify the election results to delegitimize the authorities.

A few days before the presidential elections, Putin stated that his

opponents were ready ‘to use certain mechanisms’ which would

prove that the elections were rigged. ‘They [the members of

opposition] will themselves be filling in ballots, they will be

controlling it [the course of elections], and then they will assert [that

there was fraud at the elections] themselves. We can already see it,

we already know it’ (Polunin, 2012). This statement was a pre-

emptive step to deal with the possible appearance of videos about

electoral procedure violations, as happened with the parliamentary

elections of December 2011. If such videos did appear, Putin’s

http://gazeta.ru/


remarks would have prepared the ground for delegitimizing them. If

they did not, the legitimacy both of the elections, and of Putin’s

return to the presidency, would be self-evident. The majority would

be entitled to impose its will on the minority in this supposedly

democratic state. By claiming subversive actions on the part of the

opposition, Putin aimed to undermine any criticism of the elections.

This portrayal of Putin as spokesperson for the patriotic ‘majority’

was strengthened even more during his pre-election appearance in

the Luzhniki stadium, which was timed to coincide with the

Defender of the Fatherland Day on 23 February 2012. The rally was

preceded by a rally entitled ‘Zashchitim stranu!’ (‘[We will] defend

the country!’). In his opening speech Leont’ev stressed that Putin

was the real saviour of the country, which would otherwise fall victim

to a ‘national suicide’ every bit as cataclysmic as the collapse of the

Soviet Union in 1991 (Radio Ėkho Moskvy, 2012). Reflecting the

symbolic meaning of the day on which the rally was taking place,

Putin’s speech was framed by a call for national unity, and pursued a

twofold goal. Above all, Putin pointed to the community of ‘the

people’ which he led, which was open to everyone who shared its

patriotic values and was ready to defend them. He then criticized the

unreliable minority, which was striving to act against the interests of

its own country:

The main thing is that we are together. We are a multi-ethnic,

but single and powerful nation. I want to tell you that we do not

reject anyone, do not attach labels (shel’muem) or push anyone

away. On the contrary, we urge everyone to unite for our

country, certainly all those who consider our Russia their own

country, who are ready to take care of it, value it, and believe in

it. And we ask everyone not to look out at the distant horizon (ne

zagliadyvat’ za bugor) . . . [not to] go abroad and not to cheat at

the expense of our Motherland, but to be together with us, work

for it and its people and love the way we love it – with all our

heart. (Sholomon84, 2012)

In this crucial remark, Putin reiterated some of the key points of the

speech he had delivered in November 2007 at the high point of the

parliamentary campaign, when he introduced the notorious idea of

‘jackals who beg for scraps at foreign embassies’. The use of similar



notions in 2012 demonstrated Putin’s consistent use of anti-Western

conspiracy theories in electoral strategies that sought to mobilize

Russian society by dividing it into ‘the people’ and the subversive

pro-Western minority.

Yet there were differences between the campaigns in 2007 and 2012.

In 2007, anti-Western conspiracy theories were part of an elaborate

and well-prepared campaign which delegitimized specific

organizations and parties to ensure the smooth transfer of power

from Putin to his chosen successor. The situation in 2012 was

different. The campaign centred on Putin’s return; this was the

overarching narrative of Kremlin propaganda. At the same time, the

protest movement, which erupted in December 2011, significantly

radicalized the campaign, turning it into a crusade against the vague

and undifferentiated ‘orange threat’ of the opposition ‘from

Bolotnaia’. This was heavily based on anti-Western conspiratorial

rhetoric.

A corpus of anti-Western conspiratorial perceptions, which became

the intellectual base of the 2012 campaign, was developed by public

intellectuals in the 2000s. They depicted Russia as a besieged

country perceived by the West as a mere repository of natural

resources. At the same time, Putin’s rhetoric combined

conspiratorial allegations, which were based on the discourse

produced by his ‘support group’, and appeals for national unity. The

conspiratorial aspect of this rhetoric was mainly focused on the

supposed threat represented by treacherous opposition politicians

and irresponsible intellectuals (Malinova, 2012, p. 83). Every

conspiratorial allegation used by Putin was aimed at delegitimizing

the arguments of his political opponents and was disseminated by

means of newspaper articles, blog posts and documentaries shown

on state-aligned television channels. The campaign vividly

juxtaposed the images of ‘the real people’ and the ‘Other’ by

organizing an ‘Anti-Orange’ rally that mirrored the street activities of

the opposition, as well as marches in support of Putin, both of which

were widely covered in the media.

Conclusion



In autumn 2014, amid the Ukraine crisis, Viacheslav Volodin,

Surkov’s successor as first deputy of the Presidential administration,

stated: ‘If there’s Putin, there’s Russia; if there were no Putin, there

would be no Russia’ (Sivkova, 2014). Thus, the Kremlin’s new

ideologist revealed the extent to which the cult of Putin is pivotal for

post-Soviet nation-building. The propaganda campaign that

pervaded Russian society in 2014 helped create the illusion of an

encircled nation that was led and protected solely by Putin. As this

chapter has demonstrated, the first steps leading to this situation

were taken back in the 2000s to secure the transfer of the presidency

to Medvedev. Both electoral campaigns, in 2007–8 and 2011–12,

were tests to see if the regime was able to preserve its leadership and

patronal networks and prepared a set of ideas and policies to sustain

the Kremlin’s grip on power.

Constructed by spin doctors and intellectuals in Luzhniki and on

Poklonnaia Hill, ‘Putin’s majority’ of 2012 in fact consisted of diverse

social groups that could not be convincingly brought together under

a single descriptive term, nor even considered to exist in real life.

Through biased television programming and sociological polls

(Morar’, 2007) produced by Kremlin-funded polling agencies, the

architects of electoral campaigns created the image of an

overwhelming majority of ‘the people’ who supported Putin’s

candidacy.

The image of Putin which appeared in the Kremlin-controlled media

during the electoral campaigns consistently made him out to be a

genuine ‘people’s politician’. His public appearances and the staged

support from ordinary working people combined to establish his

connection with ‘real Russia’ and sustain his leadership position. The

campaign thus followed well-established populist tactics. Panizza

describes the populist leader thus: (2005, p. 21): ‘a political figure

who seeks to be at the same time one of the people and their leader,

the populist leader appears as an ordinary person with extraordinary

attributes’. Attempts on the part of intellectuals loyal to the Kremlin

to create an image of Putin which stressed his global importance, and

to create a public cult around him, emphasized this ‘extraordinary

aspect’ of a populist leader (Sedakov, Vernidub and Guseva, 2007).

Moreover, Putin was presented as the embodiment of ‘the people’,

who were expected to unite over the populist demands for



sovereignty and independence from the West. This Manichean

division of the population into in-groups and out-groups is another

marker of the populist approach taken by Putin’s team, an approach

which was also practised by other populists across Europe (Mudde,

2007).

Research suggests (Colton and Hale, 2014) that the public response

to this division has been fairly positive. Despite the drop in the

country’s economic performance and hence in personal incomes

after 2008, many Russians continued to support Putin. This populist

division of society, which was used once again during the

presidential campaign of 2012 to ensure Putin’s victory in what was a

critical period for the regime, seems to have proved an efficient

means of mobilizing citizens in support of Putin.

The 2007 parliamentary elections were grounded in Putin’s personal

popularity. The uncertainty of his political future after 2008 created

the opportunity for alarmist appeals to protect the country from a

‘plunder’ which would be as catastrophic as the dramatic changes of

the 1990s which, as we have discussed, were alleged to be connected

to a ‘Western conspiracy’. Seeing the 2007–8 electoral period as a

crucial event in the fate of the regime, the ruling political elites

prepared the necessary ideological background to justify Putin’s

continuation in power. Anti-Western conspiracy theories, which had

been actively developed by Kremlin-aligned intellectuals with the

aim of delegitimizing potential opposition, were an integral part of

this project.

In contrast, the application of anti-Western conspiracy theories

during the 2012 presidential campaign was an attempt to deal with

the decrease in public support for Putin and his regime. The

authorities had failed to note important shifts in society, and had to

face the consequences of this failure when the protest

demonstrations began after the 2011 parliamentary elections.

Because it was so vague and fragmented, the idea of the ‘Putin

majority’ had to be actively promoted again, and this was

accomplished by means of an aggressive media campaign which took

place in January–March 2012 and which demonized political

opponents and civil activists. In short, anti-Western conspiratorial

mythmaking became an essential part of electoral practices. It was



used to provide a simple explanation of current events, shift

responsibility for social and economic problems onto other social

actors, and delegitimize political opponents. Numerous spin doctors

and public intellectuals contributed to the anti-Western agenda. In

charge of think tanks and publishing houses, they were able to

initiate media campaigns and create conspiratorial schemes with the

aim of helping the Kremlin achieve its political goals and, above all,

securing Putin’s victory in the presidential elections. Their power to

divide the country will become even more obvious during the conflict

in eastern Ukraine.



7 
The War has Begun
The conflict in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea in 2014

marked a watershed in post-Soviet Russian history. The Sochi

Olympic Games, which were to celebrate the greatness of Putin’s

Russia, closed at the same time that blood was being shed in the

centre of Kyiv. A day later, the Ukrainian president Yanukovich fled

to Russia, and to fill the resulting power vacuum, Ukraine installed a

‘revolutionary’ interim government. The backlash in Russia came

very quickly. Within a few months, the country had been divided into

‘Us’, those who allegedly supported the Kremlin’s handling of the

Ukraine crisis, and ‘Them’, those who were critical of Russia’s

involvement in the conflict, and of its annexation of Crimea a couple

of weeks later. Indifference was not an acceptable position; in the

view of the Kremlin, either you supported the authorities and their

interpretation of events, according to which they were part of a

Western plan to attack Russia, or you were considered to be an

enemy. The Russian authorities, along with those intellectuals who

sided with them, saw the new Ukrainian leaders as ‘illegitimate

Western puppets’, and insisted they had no right to try to take

control of Eastern Ukraine’s rebel territories (TASS, 2014). Pro-

Kremlin intellectuals regarded the Ukraine crisis as an act of war

against Russia, aimed at getting rid of Putin and partitioning Russia

into several puppet states under the control of the USA.

These narratives had a clear influence on public opinion; Putin’s

popularity rating reached its highest in the 16 years of his rule

(Cullinane, 2015). At the same time, negative attitudes towards the

West (i.e. the USA and the EU) also increased enormously

(Mukhametshina, 2015). Popular support for the government and

public hatred of the West helped the Russian authorities to demonize

the opposition and downplay its importance on the domestic political

stage. Putin’s press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, called those who

opposed the annexation of Crimea a ‘nano-fifth column’ supported

by the West (Bershidsky, 2014), and this became a popular phrase



used by many pro-Kremlin speakers to convey the idea that Western

conspirators had yet again penetrated the country.

The use of a highly charged conspiratorial term by such a top-

ranking politician to describe dissenting voices within the country

reveals a major shift in the post-Soviet Russian conspiratorial

discourse. As previous chapters demonstrated, anti-Western

conspiracy theories had been gradually creeping from the margins

into mainstream political discourse from 1991; but politicians of the

rank of Peskov and Putin very rarely voiced conspiratorial ideas

directly, leaving this job to public intellectuals and journalists.

Moreover, conspiracy panics were spread tactically by the

authorities, over short periods of time, in order to ensure that

particular political goals were achieved. After 2014, this dramatically

changed.

At the peak of the Ukraine crisis the Russian political elites, as well

as the state-aligned media, started using conspiracy theories and

making shameless accusations that their opponents, together with

the West, were waging war against Russia. From the inception of the

conflict up to late 2016, when the Russian authorities felt that the

situation inside Russia had been brought under control, there was an

overwhelming sense that the country was encircled by enemies

(Jablokov, 2015). The events which unfolded between 2014 and 2016

revealed the entire set of ideas and methods applied by the Kremlin

as part of its anti-Western conspiracy theories. After ten years of

active investment in the creation of an anti-Western conspiratorial

culture in Russia, the fruits of this work proved to be very useful.

They reveal the huge potential that conspiracy theories have for the

mobilization of Putin’s supporters and the suppression of the

opposition.

The Ukraine crisis has also become a supposedly legitimate reason

for ‘tightening the screws’ in domestic policies. As scholars note, this

was largely carried out because of the growing economic instability

and the decrease in incomes within the country; this made ‘co-

opting’ the opposition (Gel’man, 2016, p. 32) and taking control of

society extremely difficult. The popular revolt against the corrupt

authorities in Ukraine was interpreted by the Kremlin, with good

reason, as a direct threat to its own domestic security. Therefore, the



wave of repressive laws against non-state political actors, which

began in 2012, continued throughout the 2014–16 period. The state

has carried out several reforms of the law enforcement services

aimed at suppressing revolt and has imposed harsher criminal

punishments for dissenters.

Such actions were, nevertheless, just part of the arsenal of tools

employed by the Kremlin to keep the country under control. The

most important source of power and legitimacy for authoritarian

leaders nowadays is the ability to manipulate information in such a

way that it allows the authoritarian ruler to survive. This is

particularly clear during economic downturns, when, as Guriev and

Treisman (2015) discovered, the authoritarian leader sets out to

increase the flow of state propaganda. The state-aligned television

channels, which are the primary source of information for most

Russians, played the most significant role in the discursive division

of the nation in 2014–16 (Volkov and Goncharov, 2014). During the

Ukraine crisis, the statecontrolled media switched to a 24 hour

‘propaganda mode’, in which they portrayed both internal and

external criticism of the authorities as part of the Western plan to

destroy Russia. Hutchings and Szostek (2016) have concluded that

anti-American narratives have been major plotlines in the coverage

of the Ukrainian conflict on Russian television. The ‘fifth column’,

‘national traitors’ and ‘Ukrainian fascists’ became the main

conspiratorial protagonists in news reports. As Borodina (2014)

notes, the prolonged and aggressive anti-Ukraine campaign which

has been aired continually on Russian television has pushed aside all

other news stories, leaving Ukraine and the Crimea at the forefront

of both domestic and international news. Less loyal media outlets

were either disbanded or put under the strict control of staunch pro-

Kremlin owners who had a direct impact on their news coverage

(Fredheim, 2016). In spring 2014 the news broadcasts televised by

the two state-aligned channels contained ten reports on Ukraine,

each of which was seven to ten minutes long; the length of the news

broadcasts also doubled. In other words, everything that the

Russians watched on television was about Ukraine and it was

presented in a way which was most favourable to the Kremlin’s

political goals.



This media campaign had a particular goal: to attract people who had

previously been less interested in the consumption of news produced

by state-aligned channels. The steady decline in viewer numbers for

these channels was dangerous for the ruling elite as it was slowly

eroding support for the Kremlin, while the opposition was getting

more prominent. As Rogov argues (2016), the outbreak of the war

and the fact that a clear enemy was appearing on screen attracted the

audiences less engaged in politics and less informed about their

specifics, which in turn increased Putin’s support base among the

electorate and helped mobilize the majority in his favour. As we shall

see, the anti-Western conspiracy theories which were developed and

disseminated over the latest fifteen years of Putin’s rule were not in

vain; on the contrary, they quickly morphed into the central element

of this mobilization campaign.

This chapter will be looking primarily at news reports from the

weekly programme Vesti Nedeli, which from autumn 2012 was

hosted by Dmitrii Kiselev. There are several reasons for this. Firstly,

anti-Western conspiratorial discourse in the Russian media space

became so widespread between 2014 and 2016 that it needs to be

narrowed down for analysis. Secondly, in the period of the Ukraine

crisis, Vesti Nedeli has been one of the most popular news shows on

Russian television (Meduza, 2016b). As a consequence, and given the

popularity of television in the country, the conspiratorial ideas which

were produced and reproduced in the programme rapidly spread

across the country. Thirdly, Dmitrii Kiselev is the central figure in

Russia’s media elite (Schimpfossl and Yablokov, 2014) and has

strong connections to the Kremlin. During the crisis in Ukraine he

was promoted and became head of the state media holding Russia

Today, which has under its umbrella the news channel of the same

name; this is another prominent source of anti-Western conspiracy

theories (Yablokov, 2015). The EU and the USA placed Kiselev on

their sanctions list – one of the few Russian media personalities to be

included – because of his active engagement in the production of

anti-Western and anti-Ukrainian propaganda. All in all, this makes

Kiselev and Vesti Nedeli particularly interesting cases through which

to explore the conspiracy culture at the time of the Ukraine crisis.

Ukraine, ‘The Puppet State’



Euromaidan, the protest of Ukrainians against president Yanukovich

and his crony regime, was not only a matter of concern for the

Ukrainian ex-President, but also for the Russian authorities. From

the Russian perspective, signing the EU agreement would open the

door to an influx of untaxed goods from the EU and bring Ukraine

closer to the sphere of EU influence. This was seen by both the

Ukrainian authorities and the protesters as the first step on the road

to becoming part of the EU. It was meant to send a strong signal to

the Europeanized element in Ukrainian society, which regarded the

ever-present Russian influence as an undesirable hangover from the

past (Snyder, 2015). Yanukovich’s refusal to sign the EU agreement,

and his decision to opt instead for an economic deal with Russia,

reinforced by the repressive legislation of 16 January 2014, triggered

clashes with the police and became one of the milestones in the

process of overthrowing the regime (Wilson, 2014).

The rapid escalation of the conflict in Kyiv resulted in the defection

of Yanukovich to Russia and the victory of the pro-US and pro-

European forces. This was interpreted by the Russian authorities as

evidence of a Western plan to interfere in the post-Soviet space and a

potential threat to Russian security. In the aftermath of the February

revolution in Kyiv, an image of the Ukrainian government as ‘Other’

was achieved by portraying Ukraine as Russia’s main enemy and

insisting that Ukraine’s new revolutionary leadership was controlled

by the US government. This, it seems, had the required result: in the

polls, the USA and Ukraine currently occupy the top positions in

Russia’s list of adversaries (Levada-tsentr, 2017). Russian journalists

and political elites created a connection between the new post-

revolutionary Ukraine, whose leadership opposed the Russian

establishment’s support of Yanukovich, and Russia’s geopolitical

archenemy, the USA. A leaked tape of a conversation between the US

ambassador to Ukraine, Geoffrey Pyatt, and Assistant Secretary of

State, Victoria Nuland, in which they discussed possible members of

the new Ukrainian government, became key evidence that the USA

was in full control of Ukraine (BBC, 2014). The former Ukrainian

political leadership – ex-prime minister Azarov and Yanukovich

himself – reinforced this notion by describing the new leaders as

‘American puppets’ (BBC, 2015; RIA Novosti, 2016).



Russian state-aligned media continuously repeated and developed

the idea of Ukraine as a ‘puppet state’ in their reports. Anonymous

sources suggested that after the presidential elections the newly

elected president, Petro Poroshenko, spent the night at the US

embassy and that the ambassador convinced him to start the

invasion of the Donbass and promised that its negative consequences

would be downplayed in the Western press (Kiselev and Rozhkov,

2014b). Another set of reports suggested that the CIA and the White

House stood behind the rise of the Ukrainian revolutionaries as well

as the invasion of Eastern Ukraine, and had sent troops and money

to support the Ukrainian forces (Kiselev, 2015a; Kiselev, 2016a).

Kiselev’s Vesti Nedeli suggested that the CIA had masterminded the

attacks against rebellious Eastern Ukrainian regions and that the

operation in Eastern Ukraine began after the CIA director visited

Kyiv under a false name (RIA Novosti, 2014).

When the US Vice-President, Joe Biden, visited Kyiv, the Vesti

Nedeli reporter mentioned the American flag waving over the

Ukrainian parliament building, and the US Ambassador chairing a

meeting with Ukrainian deputies. Against the background of a shot

of Biden with the words ‘The Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine’ (The

Ukrainian Parliament) on show behind him, the reporter explained

that the US Ambassador settled the US vice-president into the

Ukrainian Speaker’s chair, ‘as if [he wanted] to demonstrate who

really ruled the country’ (Kiselev and Balitskii, 2014).

From 2014, an exceptional number of high profile Russian

politicians gave statements asserting that there was an intimate

relationship between the USA and the new Ukrainian government.

For example, Nikolai Patrushev, head of the FSB from 1999 to 2008

and now Secretary of the Security Council, openly claimed that the

USA was the main instigator of the Ukrainian conflict. For

Patrushev, it was clear that the motive behind the Ukraine crisis was

not a desire on the part of Ukrainians for the country to be more

democratic; rather, it was about the USA’s desire to create a new

generation of Ukrainians who despised Russia and who would

ensure that Ukraine was removed from Russia’s sphere of influence.

It was trying to bring this about by financing anti-Russian NGOs in

Ukraine (Rostovskii, 2016).



During the Ukraine crisis, Patrushev has been the main

conspiratorial spokesman of the Russian elites. His regular

interviews provide a portal into the mind-set of the Kremlin

bureaucrats. Patrushev interpreted the conflict as another step in the

US plan to dismantle Russia, divide it up and acquire its natural

resources (Egorov, 2014). In a twist, Ratnikov’s 2006 story about

‘Madeleine Albright’s mind’,
1
 which posited that the US hated Russia

for its abundance of natural resources, resurfaced in Patrushev’s

interviews. On several occasions, Patrushev referred to this story as if

it were undisputed fact; the Kremlin’s policies in Ukraine were hence

justified, as they provided some protection from the American-led

war against the Russian state (see Egorov, 2014; Chernenko, 2015).

Propaganda videos released at that time reiterated Patrushev’s point

of view: Russia’s actions were a defensive operation to prevent

further escalation of the war against Russia itself. The makers of the

videos suggested that the Ukraine crisis was a pretext for the USA to

start World War 3, occupy Russia and confiscate its natural

resources, which would allow the USA to prosper economically

(Okeiamnet, 2014). Hence, the conspiratorial story which began as

rhetoric, a means of criticizing the USA during the challenging

period of the presidential succession from Putin to Medvedev in

2006–7, later developed into a mainstream tool used by top-ranking

Russian politicians to explain global politics (Etkind and Yablokov,

2017).

Kiselev’s Vesti Nedeli also featured the US conspiracy against

Ukraine and Russia to take over natural resources. In one of the

programmes the presenter contended that the ‘real’ purpose of the

Ukrainian military invasion of Eastern Ukraine in May 2014 was for

the USA to gain control of the rich natural resources located in the

Donbass region. A report broadcast on 18 May 2014 showed two

maps: the first was of the territories in Ukraine with the allegedly

richest natural resources, and the second was of the battleground in

Eastern Ukraine. The two maps overlapped, showing that the centres

of conflict between Ukrainian and separatist forces were located

precisely in the areas most rich in resources. According to Kiselev,

the appointment of Joe Biden’s son, Hunter, to the board of the

private Ukrainian oil and gas company Burisma (Risen, 2015) was a



clear indication of the reasons behind the White House’s interest in

Ukrainian domestic affairs:

The Americans act with Ukrainian nationalists like [Europeans]

with aboriginals, as if [the Ukrainians] were a wild tribe. [The

Americans] tell them about democracy, while thinking of [the

Ukrainian] fossil fuels. It is a usual thing to wage wars for fossil

fuels. However, it’s not fashionable for Americans to do that. Let

the aboriginals do that instead. (Kiselev and Bogdanov, 2014)

This quotation exemplifies the attitude of the pro-Kremlin Russian

elite who, through conspiratorial discourse, seek to denigrate the

importance and political/intellectual capability of the Ukrainian

elite, as compared to those of Putin’s Russia. In the narratives of

Russian pro-state speakers, Ukrainians are not citizens of an

independent nation, but rather as a mob controlled from abroad.

This negative image of Ukrainians reflects some of the ideas

enshrined in Surkov’s theory of sovereign democracy which were

implanted in the public consciousness in the 2000s. The close

connection between the idea of Russia’s greatness and the Russian

elites’ fear of losing control of Ukraine generated a wave of

conspiracy panics which demonstrated the Kremlin’s concern about

losing part of its sphere of influence, and were aimed at demonizing

Ukraine in the eyes of television audiences for Russia’s political ends.

These powerful descriptions – of Ukraine as Russia’s enemy, alien to

the Russian nation, and of the new Ukrainian leadership, as under

the control of the USA – were aimed at supporting the mainstream

conspiracy theories. Ukraine’s inability to protect its own

independence, along with its new leadership’s readiness to cooperate

with Russia’s rival, alienated Ukraine from the ‘Russian people’ and

ensured that any cooperation with Ukraine would be regarded as

national betrayal. Although Ukraine might seem to be a rather weak

enemy in comparison with the economic and military might of

Russia, various rhetorical tools were deployed to frame Ukraine as an

external and dangerous ‘Other’. In addition, the accusation on the

part of the Russian leadership that the new Ukrainian authorities

were allies of the USA served as justification for Russia’s annexation

of Crimea (Krym. Put’ na rodinu, 2015). The state-aligned media and

Russian politicians carried out a metaphorical division of the world,



into nations which were allied to Russia, and those which were not;

this was based on their relations with the USA.

The ‘Selfish’ Minority vs. The ‘Patriots’
The dramatic division of Russian society into those who opposed

both the annexation of the Crimea in March 2014 and Russia’s

military involvement in the Ukraine crisis, and those who supported

them, became key to the increased popularity of Putin’s policies

during his third presidential term. Claiming the existence of a

potentially disloyal minority whose political views radically differed

from those of the majority of Russians who supported the regime,

was a useful and clever move on the part of the Kremlin to justify its

aggressive foreign policy and new authoritarian legislation by

generating fear of domestic subversion. Putin himself contributed to

this several times by making conspiratorial allusions about the

opposition, which eventually developed into the supposed division

between the loyal and supportive majority and the ‘dangerous

minority’ supported by the West. He first spoke about the opposition

in a key speech when the Crimea was accepted as a new Russian

region in March 2014:

Some Western politicians are already threatening us with not

just sanctions but also the prospect of increasingly serious

problems on the domestic front. I would like to know what it is

they have in mind exactly: action by a fifth column, this

disparate bunch of ‘national traitors’, or are they hoping to put

us in a worsening social and economic situation so as to provoke

public discontent? We consider such statements irresponsible

and clearly aggressive in tone, and we will respond to them

accordingly. (Putin, 2014)

The response on the part of the Russian authorities’ state-aligned

media and pro-state activists to dissenting views regarding Crimea

and rebellious regions in Eastern Ukraine was swift and harsh. Many

reports, websites and editorials about the opposition – disparate,

corrupt, self-interested, loyal to the West – skyrocketed. Given the

spike in Putin’s popularity and the overwhelming support for his

policies, it was not hard for various pro-state speakers to emphasize



how small and alien the opposition was. Russian media and various

pro-Kremlin speakers applied derogatory labels to those who were

against the annexation of Crimea in March 2014: ‘intelligentura’ (a

fusion of the Russian words intelligentsia and agency), the ‘fifth

column’, ‘traitors’, ‘aliens’ (Kiselev and Rozhkov, 2014a). In addition,

unknown Putin activists created a website under the title ‘National

traitors. The 5th column’ that collected the names of all opposition

activists and politicians critical of Russia’s Ukraine policies

(Natsional-predateli Rossii. 5-ia kolonna). The reaction to those

who did not support the authorities has been harsh and aggressive,

at least on the rhetorical level. Russian writer and politician Eduard

Limonov called the opposition protesters ‘lost people’ whose

‘miserable’ loneliness, affection for the West and hatred of Putin

made them ‘aliens’ in the country, and they should be expelled by the

authorities (Limonov, 2014). Reference to the ‘alien’ nature of the

Russian opposition later appeared in a campaign to publicly criticize

those individuals who opposed the confrontation with Ukraine. The

poster juxtaposed an image of an alien, taken from the popular

Hollywood film of that name, with pictures of Russian opposition

leaders, to serve as visual evidence of the ‘otherness’ of the Kremlin’s

critics (Glavplakat, 2014).

The Russian political leadership also contributed to the

establishment of a conspiratorial notion of a ‘fifth column’ in official

discourse. During a press conference on 18 December 2014, Putin

emphasized that the ‘fifth column’ was a social force ‘totally

dependent on foreign authorities and acts in their interests’; yet

again, he was legitimizing the use of a conspiratorial and negatively

charged term in public discourse (Izvestiia, 2014). Although the

Kremlin has a very peculiar understanding of the term ‘democracy’

which tends to suit its own ad hoc needs, Putin insisted that Russia is

a democratic country with an official opposition and that it would be

a mistake to merge all opposition activists into a single subversive

group of internal enemies. This idea was expressed by Putin in, for

example, a speech to the FSB in March 2015 which was reported by

Vesti Nedeli. However, the line between the ‘loyal opposition’ and the

subversive ‘fifth column’ tends to be drawn according to how close a

particular opposition group is to the Western Special Services (i.e.

CIA) (Kiselev, 2015c).



Another major defining marker of a person’s loyalty to the nation is

his or her attitude towards the economic sanctions against the

Russian elites and companies. A report on 23 March 2014 about the

reaction of the Russian political establishment to the first round of

EU and US sanctions contrasted the unity of prominent Russian

politicians with the ‘cunning’ actions of the opposition leaders, who

allegedly supplied the US and EU with a list of people who would be

subject to sanction. In the report’s introduction, Kiselev spoke about

the limited effect of the sanctions, which, he claimed, damaged only a

small circle of businessmen who were personally loyal to Putin.

However, he continued, the list of people under sanction was created

‘in Moscow by our “fifth column”, which seeks the support of the

West and receives it. [Publisher and journalist] Parkhomenko,

[opposition leader] Navalny – these are the heroes of that circle.

Let’s classify it as a result of complexes, and the absence of real

popular support’ (Kiselev and Popov, 2014a). In this way the threat

from outside, initiated by the USA, was projected onto the domestic

political scene and used against the opposition leaders.

The report itself featured interviews with several prominent Russian

politicians who praised the annexation of Crimea. Much of the report

consisted of interviews with the loyal political elite which

demonstrated that the majority were on the side of the Kremlin.

However, the journalist also noted that US President Obama

released a new list of people under sanction soon after an article by

Aleksei Navalny about the sanctions was published in The New York

Times. The journalist insisted that this ‘outrageous disloyalty’ on the

part of the Russian opposition surprised even the Americans: ‘It is

ill-mannered to criticize your own country abroad. There is a special

term for the authors of the sanctions lists – “inside man”. One way to

translate this is a pointed gun, another – our man (A dlia sostavitelei

spiskov est’ spetsial’nyi termin – inside man. Odin perevod –

navodchik, drugoi – svoi chelovek)’ (Kiselev and Popov, 2014b).

Alliance with the West, and in particular with US foundations and

intelligence, is used as a marker of the involvement of the opposition

in the conspiracy against the Russian people. This is especially

evident in the media representation of the leaders of the political

opposition as a dangerous and conspiring minority. Television

reports about the activities of the opposition, and about the anti-war



marches, have sought to create the same negative image and

compare Russian protesters with the activists who had overthrown

Yanukovich’s regime. Kiselev’s report about the ‘March for Peace’ in

September 2014 in Moscow opened with the reporter questioning the

national loyalty of the protesters who came on the peace march. He

then questioned why the protesters did not show support for the

victims of the shelling of the cities in Donbass and did not protest

against the murdered Russian journalists who died trying to tell the

truth about the conflict. This served to detach the protesters from the

supposed majority of Russians who supported the rebellious

Donbass region. Kiselev’s introductory remarks served to create a

split in the unity of the opposition forces as well as to query the

sincerity of their intentions. The march was described as an alliance

of random forces, from LGBT activists to radical Russian

nationalists, who did not have any specific demands apart from

opposing the Kremlin’s policies. One example of the way the

protesters were cast as aliens can be seen in a quote from the march’s

manifesto calling for the withdrawal of the Russian government’s

counter sanctions against the EU, which had triggered high inflation

in the country. Kiselev pointed out that the cancellation of the

sanctions against Russia was not what the protesters wanted:

They are not asking for them to be revoked. The sanctions

against Russia are good and right. They are more concerned

about Russia’s response. They could have expressed it more

briefly: return Italian sausages and French cheese to us. It’d be

simpler and more honest. (Kiselev and Medvedev, 2014)

Many pro-state media reports on the opposition described it as a

small and insignificant minority which was unable to gain the

support of the Russian population. This rhetorical strategy was

aimed at downplaying the importance of dissenting voices and

deflecting attention from their arguments (Kiselev and Zarubin,

2016). At the same time the pro-Kremlin media strategy tried to

explain why the opposition was so foreign to the Russian nation and

why its opinions had to be countered by means of hostile political

campaigns. Support for the Western sanctions and the new

Ukrainian authorities turned the opposition into an internal ‘Other’

whose loyalty lay with the West. As Limonov put it: ‘Liberals . . . took

the position of traitors, supporting the USA and the West in the war



with Ukraine; this position is opposed to the opinion shared by the

majority of Russian people’ (Limonov, 2016).

Vesti Nedeli’s attempt to separate the ‘conspiring minority’ of

Russian opposition leaders from both the majority of the Russian

people and the ‘loyal’ opposition was carried out against the

background of supposedly very low popular support for the

opposition leaders. Indeed, during the Ukraine crisis the popularity

of the opposition parties did significantly drop (Levada-tsentr,

2016b). Various pro-state speakers explained that the most

prominent leaders of the Russian opposition were working with

Western intelligence because the resources and power that the West

could provide compensated for their lack of support from Russian

voters. This is a clear example of how a conspiratorial populist

discourse manifests itself in today’s Russia. Although an extremely

low rating indicates the opposition leaders’ unpopularity among

ordinary Russians, this does not prevent the authorities from seeking

to ruin their reputation with conspiratorial allegations of close

collaboration with US and EU intelligence.

One Vesti Nedeli report, broadcast on 26 April 2015, elaborated on

Putin’s idea of what constituted a ‘healthy’ political opposition and

why those who sought the support of the West were not part of it.

The report discussed the trip made by Mikhail Kas’ianov, the leader

of the opposition party RPR PARNAS, to the USA to hand over a list

of suggestions for further economic sanctions. Kiselev’s opening

statement made it seem as though Russia was the freest country in

the world, where everyone had the freedom to speak out. According

to Kiselev, a ‘normal’ opposition would seek support among the

people and endeavour to convince them that its economic

programme and leadership skills would enable it to run the country.

Conversely, Russian opposition leaders did not choose to seek

support from the Russian people, but instead travelled to

Washington with a list of people on whom to impose sanctions

(Kiselev, 2015b). This contrast between a ‘healthy’ and an ‘anti-

national, subversive opposition’ exemplifies how the political

opposition in Russia could be turned into a dangerous internal

‘Other’ and its reputation undermined by conspiratorial allegations.



Showing the opposition leaders’ support of Ukrainian independence,

and their criticism of the Russian intervention, is another way of

portraying them as the internal ‘Other’ which is related to the

dangerous and conspiring external ‘Other’, the West. A Vesti Nedeli

report from 8 March 2015, which detailed the US Congress hearings

on Ukraine and Russia, included a quotation from Russian chess

player and politician Garry Kasparov, who described the Russian

authorities as ‘a cancerous growth’, and asked the American

Congress to ‘place their bets’ on new people. Kasparov’s comment

was followed by one by the journalist: ‘Those people in Kyiv, on

whom Americans put bets, started out by capturing governmental

buildings and [throwing] Molotov cocktails. Soon they switched to

tanks. A year later, according to the UN, there are six thousand

people on the list of victims’ (Kiselev and Bogdanov, 2015).

The Russian opposition’s alliance with the new Ukrainian

authorities, as well as with the US administration, was, for Vesti

Nedeli journalists, evidence that the opposition leaders were

prepared to assist in the destruction of Russia and the plunder of its

resources, in exchange for being appointed leaders of the new

country, just as the Ukrainian opposition became the new leaders of

Ukraine after February 2014 (Kiselev and Zarubin, 2016). The Vesti

Nedeli reports became a powerful political instrument in shaping

domestic public opinion about the Kremlin’s opponents. Particularly

after 2012 they had a major influence on public opinion, improving

the image of the Kremlin’s authoritarian policies and turning Putin

into an unassailable and uncontested national leader.

The ‘People’s’ Leader and the ‘Treacherous
Elites’
One of the Russian authorities’ objectives in relation to the Ukraine

crisis was to increase Putin’s popularity among different factions in

Russian society. Encouraging people to ‘rally around the flag’ made it

possible for the Kremlin to increase public support for the

authorities even among groups which used to be critical of their

actions (Greene and Robertson, 2017). From the middle of the



Ukraine crisis Putin’s popularity has been stable and heartfelt

(Volkov, 2015; Frye et al., 2017).

The state-aligned media has found various ways of supporting the

notion that there is overwhelming support for Putin, and that he is a

man of ‘the people’. Firstly, it has quoted pollsters who have

supposedy demonstrated overwhelming public backing for the

president. Secondly, it has shown images of happy crowds gathered

at events attended by Putin. For example, the Vesti Nedeli report

about a concert on the Day of Russia in June 2015 stated that every

centimetre of Red Square was filled with people celebrating Russia’s

independence and glory. The total turnout was an unexpected forty

thousand. The report depicted Crimea as an inseparable part of

Russia, and resistance to attacks by the West – the sanctions

imposed on Russia, for example, and the West’s criticism of the war

in Ukraine – served as the basis for solidarity among Russians who

pledged their support for Putin. The author of this report quoted

Putin as saying: ‘Nobody has ever managed to decode Russia and

shift its standards. They can’t excommunicate us, turn us away,

isolate us from our roots and origins’ (Kiselev and Zarubin, 2015).

These conspiratorial allusions also helped to boost societal cohesion

and serve nation-building practices. In contrast to the divided

Ukrainian nation, a ‘failed state’ (The New Times, 2014; Korovin,

2015) as pro-Kremlin speakers described it, the Russian people stood

united behind its leader and were ready to protect the nation’s

prosperity and security.

The notion that ‘the Russian people’ were a united community loyal

to the leader was also conveyed in reports about the so-called

Antimaidan movement. The ideological approach of this recently

created movement, led by Nikolai Starikov, was solely based on anti-

Western conspiracy theories. The people attending the Day of Russia

celebration and the Antimaidan rallies were depicted by the state-

aligned media as the ‘real’ Russian people loyal to Putin. One Vesti

Nedeli report stated that while ten thousand people had been

expected to attend the rally, fifty thousand people turned up,

representing seventy-two regions, which was almost all of Russia

(Kiselev and Skabeeva, 2015a). A report on Channel One also

emphasized the number of people who came both from the Russian

regions and from Ukraine (Batukhov, 2015). The unifying mantra at



these marches was resistance to Western attempts to undermine

Russian statehood and Putin. The visual depictions of the people

served to demonstrate the overwhelming support for the authorities

in the face of the biggest military clash with the West in the post-

Soviet era. Thus, the ‘Antimaidan’ march created the image of ‘truly

patriotic Russians’, the proactive majority of the ‘people’ ready to

defend the country from any ‘colour revolutions’ and American

conspiracy. Starikov drew attention to the shadow of American

intelligence which was cast over the events in Kyiv and insisted that

Euromaidan represented the threat to overthrow Russia and

instigate revolution. In Starikov’s view, the pro-state rallies

demonstrated the capability of Russian society to protect itself from

foreign invasion and represent real opposition to the government; he

contrasted them with the ‘fifth column’ of Russia haters whose goal

was to destroy Russia rather than improve the lives of its people.

In the same conspiratorial fashion, Western criticism of Russia’s

actions in Ukraine, and of Putin personally, was treated as part of the

Western war against Russia. This was particularly clear in the report

broadcast on 31 January 2016 by Vesti Nedeli. The BBC documentary

‘Putin’s Secret Reaches’, which argued that Putin has substantial

financial assets, was taken as yet more proof that the Americans were

behind the media attacks on Russia, and was used to justify further

criticism of the Western media. Statements made by the US Treasury

official Adam Szubin in a film about supposed corruption on the part

of the Russian president, were taken as evidence of the White

House’s plan to cause unrest in Russia before the parliamentary

elections in September 2016. The presenter claimed that the US

official’s accusations were not grounded in any evidence, but were

simply a way of tarnishing Putin’s reputation, which would make it

easier for the opposition to start a revolution. Again, this was likened

to the situation in Ukraine in 2014 (Kiselev, 2016b). Resistance to

the US-led New World Order has been adopted as the best means of

strengthening Putin’s popularity across the world. Kiselev said of the

media campaign to smear the presidential image:



Putin is like a bone lodged in their throat. He hampers their

plans to start wars based on false allegations, the terms of peace

in Iraq; hinders them from destroying countries, just as they did

in Libya. Putin prevents the US placing the world under its

control, because he doesn’t give up. (Kiselev, 2016b)

Traitors are in the Kremlin
In the harshest period of the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, in

the autumn of 2014, the elite’s support of Russia’s Ukrainian policy,

as well as its loyalty to Putin, were unexpectedly questioned by the

most ardent authors of anti-Western conspiracy theories. The limited

and largely covert involvement of Russian forces in eastern Ukraine

triggered criticism on the part of those who wanted immediate

annexation of the region, which would thereafter be called

Novorossiia. The regions of eastern and southern Ukraine, which had

been part of the Russian Empire, were seen by anti-Western Russian

philosophers as a major battleground with the West (Laruelle,

2016b). The Kremlin used the idea of Novorossiia to justify both the

federalization of Ukraine and Russia’s resistance to the Ukrainian

authorities. Use of this term in mainstream Russian political and

media discourse was to a large extent an instrument of propaganda,

and it faded away after 2015 (O’Loughlin, Toal and Kolosov, 2017).

All the same, for nationalists the idea of Novorossiia remained

hugely important; for them it signified liberation from capitalism

and the onset of a conservative revolution in Russia (Laruelle,

2016a). Some, such as Dugin, saw it as the start of the long-awaited

‘war of the continents’; for others, it represented the start of a new

cold war (Akopov, 2014; Balmforth, 2014). Yet none of this was on

the Kremlin’s agenda.

Active supporters of Novorossiia – most notably, Dugin, and Igor’

Strelkov, the notorious commander of pro-Russian rebels in the

Donbass and Crimea – suggested that a ‘fifth column’ of pro-US

supporters had been working in Putin’s government. Dugin extended

this idea, introducing another term – the ‘sixth column’ – to draw a

distinction between street opposition activists like Aleksei Navalny,

and high-ranking bureaucrats in Putin’s cabinet who were secretly

plotting against him and undermining his policies. Dugin claimed



that the biggest threat from this cabal of pro-Western actors, which

included top managers of state-run corporations, supposedly loyal

oligarchs and ‘enlightened bureaucrats’, was that they would stop

Putin from initiating anti-Western policies and revitalizing Russian

identity. ‘[The sixth column] is invisible, cowardly, ignoble, self-

confident; it is an integral element in the regime’s institutes, is well-

organized, and closely follows the plan developed by the West’

(Dugin, 2014). Eventually, Dugin accused the ‘lunar Putin’ – the

supposedly pro-Western version of the Russian leader – of

exchanging the support for Novorossiia for the deal with the West.

After that statement, he lost his chair at Moscow State University

(Wilson, 2014, p.186).

A few months after the publication of Dugin’s article, Stelkov, who

had just returned from the Donbass, accused the political

establishment of undermining the rebels in eastern Ukraine. He

claimed that the high-ranking bureaucrats responsible for the

Kremlin’s foreign policy had put forward arguments for a peaceful

solution to the Ukraine crisis. The Minsk Agreements aimed at

settling the peace in the rebellious territories, and the failure to use

the military in southern and eastern Ukraine, had made it possible

for the West to deliver military forces and ammunition to Ukraine. In

Strelkov’s opinion, the role of the ‘fifth column’ was to seize power

and overthrow Putin in accordance with orders from the West, which

threatened to confiscate the assets held by its members in Western

banks if they did not comply (Strelkov, 2014). In December 2014

Strelkov named Surkov, who had been appointed by the Kremlin in

2014 to negotiate the terms of peace in Ukraine with European and

US leaders, as one of the high-ranking bureaucrats working in

consort with the West (Rosbalt, 2014).

The application of conspiracy theories by the Russian elite to the

domestic situation demonstrates a number of interesting aspects

about the country’s tangled politics. The criticisms levelled against

Surkov and Putin show that the hard-line producers of anti-Western

narratives, despite being part of the conservative elite and in some

cases recruited by the Kremlin to support its policies, tried to spread,

albeit unsuccessfully, negative ideas about the beliefs and activities

of other elite members. Attempts on the part of Strelkov and Dugin

to accuse Surkov and other liberal-minded members of Putin’s close



circle of acting in the interests of the West is a sign of clashes within

the Russian establishment.

The annexation of Crimea, and the application of international

sanctions, did have negative consequences for the Russian political

and economic elite, which had been well integrated into the global

economy. Accordingly, some members of the elite voiced concern

over the escalation of the Russia–West conflict and called for a

peaceful solution (Sukhotin, 2014). Yet most members of the Russian

establishment showed no sign of dissent and were strong supporters

of the regime (Volkov, 2016). The conflict in Ukraine made the

Kremlin hard-liners more powerful, and further isolation of Russia

from the West would have been to their benefit (Krastev and

Leonard, 2014). According to this paradigm, a retreat from the

conflict, and the possibility of a peaceful solution, could have been

seen by people like Dugin and Strelkov as a failure on the part of the

hard-liners and a big climb-down in the conflict with the West.

Despite the blatant conspiratorial rhetoric which appeared

throughout the media, genuine supporters of conspiracy theories do

not play a major role in decision-making on important matters,

unless their views benefit the Kremlin’s plans. Throughout this book,

I have shown how the Russian elites use conspiratorial discourse as

an instrument for securing support and legitimizing their actions.

The Ukraine crisis is no exception: conspiracy theories have been

applied by authorities tactically and instrumentally to achieve their

goals. Yet while some members of Putin’s elite openly admit their

belief in these theories, they rarely become the rationale of Kremlin

policies. For example, Putin’s economic adviser, Sergei Glaz’ev,

accuses the ‘small group of people in Putin’s government’ who devise

the country’s economic policy of being agents of the West ‘serv[ing]

the interests of banks and financial speculators’ (Adrianova, 2016).

In retaliation, he proposes to isolate Russia from global financial

markets and ensure that it does not use the US dollar in its

transactions (Glaz’ev, 2016). Glaz’ev was allegedly involved in

instigating public unrest in eastern Ukraine and the Crimea in 2014:

at that point, his reputation as the pre-eminent anti-Western hawk

was used to ensure public support of Kremlin policies in the

rebellious Ukrainian regions of Donetsk and Luhanks and in Crimea

(Meduza, 2016a). Yet, his radical economic views, which would



arguably destroy Russia’s economy if they were actually

implemented, seem too detached from reality even for the Kremlin.

Accordingly, his advice remains on paper.

Seek and Destroy: 
The Conspiratorial Legitimization of the New
Laws
The crisis in Ukraine triggered another wave of repressions which

furthered the authoritarian trend following the 2012 elections. In

December 2013, amidst the growing conflict in Kyiv, Putin signed a

law which criminalized calls for Russia’s disintegration (Meduza,

2016c). Putin’s later proposals for federalization in Ukraine and

autonomy for Donbass backfired domestically. Similar movements

reemerged in the Russian regions, such as Kuban’ and Novosibirsk,

demanding more autonomy (Podrobnosti, 2014; TSN, 2014). These

were perceived by conspiracy theorists as the subversive acts of

Russia’s enemies, and Starikov’s followers called for the

imprisonment of the people behind the movements. Putin’s remark

that the Internet was a ‘CIA project’ (MacAskill, 2014) served to kick-

start the Kremlin’s offensive against the Internet industry (Soldatov

and Borogan, 2015). Putin’s aides, including Patrushev, regularly

suggested that the Internet was used by Russia’s rivals to undermine

the country’s statehood and therefore should be closely controlled

(Kommersant, 2017).

The most conspiratorial of the new laws related, once again, to

legislation on NGOs, which the Kremlin saw as instrumental in

overthrowing the Yanukovich regime. Even though some changes to

the law on NGOs took place shortly after Putin’s return to the

Kremlin in 2012, another more recent cycle of repressive laws was

justified by the escalation of the Ukraine crisis and the desire of

politicians to protect Russia from ‘external threat’ by ‘undesirable

organizations’ (Koshkin, 2015). The perception of foreign NGOs as a

direct threat to internal security was the starting point for this new

round of legislative amendments. Valentina Matveenko, Head of the

Council of Federation which was formally behind the introduction of

the new legislation, claimed unequivocally that the purpose of these



organizations was to undermine the internal stability of the State and

had brought coups d’etats in the countries where they had previous

been active (i.e. Libya, Ukraine) (TASS, 2015).

Putin signed the law on so-called ‘undesirable organizations’ in May

2015. It granted the General Prosecutor’s office the right to close any

foreign organization which the Russian authorities considered

dangerous. One of the Duma deputies immediately requested that

the Russian security services check out the Carnegie Foundation,

Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Transparency

International and Memorial Foundation (Makutina, Tagaeva and

Khimshishvili, 2015). In June 2015, a member of the Council of the

Federation introduced the so-called ‘patriotic stop-list’, which

included twelve organizations that were mostly from the USA. The

grounds on which organizations were to be included in the list were

not clear; indeed, the senators pointed out that the information

about the ‘subversive activities’ of these foundations had come ‘from

undisclosed, but various sources’ (Korchenkova and Goriashko,

2015a). During the debates on the new law at the Council of the

Federation in July 2015 it was revealed that the senators had

consulted the General Prosecutor and the FSB before pushing the

initiative forward (Bocharova, 2015).

The new media campaign against foreign foundations replicated the

tactics which had been used during the periods when the anti-NGO

legislation was first proposed in 2005, and when it was introduced in

2013. As in previous years it relied heavily on anti-Western

conspiracy theories broadcast by the major television channels and

pro-Kremlin experts. Starting from December 2014, Vesti Nedeli

depicted these organizations as a major threat to internal security

(see, for example, Kiseleva and Liadov, 2015). It paid particular

attention to the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), a

foundation closely related to the US Republican Party. This was the

first of the American foundations to be banned in Russia under the

new law. Even before the initiative was introduced in parliament,

Russian television had started depicting this foundation as a cover

for the CIA and a menace to domestic order. The first report

provided by Vesti Nedeli in October 2014 covered a conference of the

Russian opposition in Prague which was attended by representatives

of the NED, and described the foundation as a major donor to



opposition organizations in Ukraine, Libya and Syria, and as the

‘wallet’ of the State Department and Congress (Kiselev and Popov,

2014b). According to Vesti Nedeli, from 2014 the NED had begun to

focus on Russia, and the Russian opposition came to Prague to

present their ideas for ‘undermining’ the country from within.

Furthermore, it went on to assert that the NED was behind all of the

regime collapses which the Kremlin considered to have been

successful over the past decade, such as Georgia, Ukraine, Libya and

many others; that the techniques of ‘colour revolutions’ worked; and

that these techniques were regularly implemented by the USA

against its enemies.

Again, the similarities between the campaign against foundations in

2015 and the previous campaign against NGOs are striking. In the

middle of the campaign against NGOs the Rossiia channel broadcast

a two-hour talk-show and documentary entitled ‘Revolution on

demand’, which was concerned with the ‘colour revolutions’ in

Lithuania in 1991, Ukraine in 2014 and Macedonia in 2015. The

presenter, Evgenii Popov, who had also reported on the NED

meeting in Prague, focused on three events: the protests at the

Vilnius television centre in Lithuania in January 1991, which were

broken up by Soviet special forces; the Euromaidan protest in 2014;

and the rallies against the Macedonian prime minister in Skopje in

the summer of 2015. Popov portrayed them all as part of the same

plan to extend US dominance around the world with the help of

‘colour revolutions’. The programme’s anchor, unequivocally

following the conspiracists’ approach, pointed out, approvingly, that

the documentary created the impression that all three revolts were

all ‘one big event’, and illustrated this point by reference to the

similarity of the technologies which were used in the protests in

Lithuania, Ukraine and Macedonia (Spetsial’nyi korrespondent:

Revolutsiia na zakaz, 2015).

One of the speakers in the documentary, a Lithuanian journalist,

admitted that a high-ranking US spy, who was stationed in Vilnius

before the 1991 events, acknowledged that US troops were already in

the country by the end of perestroika, and were involved in

preparing the riot and promoting the independence of Lithuania.

The inclusion of Vilnius in the documentary is crucial for

understanding how the conspiratorial discourse spread during the



post-Soviet period, and how its main tenets made it so convincing.

As discussed in previous chapters, the notion that the independence

movements in the Baltic states were encouraged by US espionage

networks is central to the post-Soviet anti-Western conspiratorial

discourse. This plot line, which connected Vilnius, Kyiv and Skopje,

suggested that the West was behind the bloodshed caused by these

protests; this meant that the regime changes in those countries

placed them all in the same position, as victims of the USA’s lust for

power. Popular revolts against corrupt and oppressive regimes, even

if they are justified, are presented as the results of brainwashing

techniques on the part of ‘Western sponsors’; this justifies the

removal of political opponents within those regimes. In this way,

journalists have been preparing the ground for the Kremlin’s

approach to future protests in Russia against government

corruption, following the same violent methods that were applied

during the street rallies in spring 2017 (Kremlin.ru, 2017).

As she had done in 2012, Veronika Krasheninnikova provided an

expert opinion on the nature of foreign NGO activities. All

organizations on the aforementioned list were funded by the CIA and

directly involved in making ‘colour revolutions’ (Korchenkova and

Goriashko, 2015b). As non-governmental organizations, they

received funding from Western governments, and fulfilled the latter’s

aim of undermining Russian statehood and defence (Kuksenkova,

2015). Other pro-Kremlin speakers referred to the American left-

wing website CounterPunch, which published a scathing article

about NED (Lendman, 2015). The article, by an American journalist,

was a useful reference point for pro-Kremlin intellectuals. A Russian

website called, strikingly, ‘Antimaidan’, posted two interviews with

pro-Kremlin experts who referred to the CounterPunch article, both

of whom praised the Kremlin’s efforts to prevent the regime from

being overthrown as Ukraine’s had been. One of these experts noted

that the head of the Russian department in NED is Nadia Diuk, who

came from a family of Ukrainian nationalists who had fought against

the Soviet Union. This, it was claimed, indicates the real reasons for

NED’s active engagement with Russia, and Ukraine’s involvement in

the conspiracy against Russia (Antimaidan, 2015).

All major television channels covered the news of NED’s shutdown,

quoting the official statement by the General Prosecutor’s Office,

http://kremlin.ru/


which accused the organization of subversion against the electoral

outcomes and defamation of the Russian state (Channel One, 2015;

Channel Five, 2015). This official, yet conspiratorial, statement has

been crucial in framing public perception of the organization.

However, the key conspiratorial reading was yet again provided by

Kiselev’s programme.

One week before Putin signed the new law into being, Vesti Nedeli

broadcast a report about NED’s involvement in Russian domestic

affairs. It claimed that its funding was increased after the events in

Ukraine, that Russia was now its focus of attention, and that it had

chosen to support several opposition leaders and organizations

(Kiselev and Skabeeva, 2015b). The report’s line of argument was

somewhat disjointed. After mentioning NED’s financing of LGBT

activists in Arkhangelsk, the reporter switched to discussing a

photograph from the ‘Eternal Regiment’ march on 9 May 2015 in

which people carried pictures of Soviet soldiers in the Second World

War, after which several posters of veterans were dumped in a

rubbish bin. A rumour circulated among Russians critical of the

Kremlin’s actions that the people who had come to the parade had

been paid to attend. The journalist tried to provide her explanation

of that story. Despite providing no proof for her assertion, the

reporter insisted that the NED was behind the event: ‘. . . Someone

apparently tried to galvanize society (using the terminology of NED).

Here it is – the evidence . . . The liberals went ballistic: The Eternal

Regiment is the Kremlin’s show-piece’ (Kiselev and Skabeeva,

2015b). The claim that the NED had an interest in undermining

Russians’ unity over the victory in the Second World War – the basis

of social cohesion in post-Soviet Russia – supported and perpetuated

the conspiratorial propagandist notion of constant anti-Russian

attacks by the West.

Conclusion
Russian politics appear to have changed after Putin’s return to the

Kremlin in 2012 (Gel’man, 2016), when there was a more

authoritarian approach and the authorities started to apply

conspiracy theories to domestic politics more regularly. Yet, the

Ukrainian conflict was an exceptional stage in this process. The mass



production and consumption of anti-Western conspiracy theories

have become the norm of everyday Russian life. The events in Kyiv –

violent clashes with the police, the ousting of the legitimate president

Yanukovich, and the conflicts in the Ukrainian regions – served as

perfect visual evidence to support Russian fears of a potential

revolution initiated by external forces. The images of the ‘colour

revolution’, which first appeared in 2004, and the possible cost of the

events to the Russian nation, became still more powerful when

television channels broadcast images of policemen being burned

alive and the skeletal, shelled blocks of buildings in Donetsk.

The simplicity of conspiratorial explanations and the clear-cut

division of the world into the ‘righteous Russians’ and the ‘cunning

Americans’ who were working in consort with ‘bloody Ukrainian

fascists’ helped shape the state ideology of Putin’s regime at a critical

moment, when the president’s popularity was steadily declining

(Kolesnikov, 2015). The state-aligned media’s adoption of a

propaganda approach helped the Kremlin to ensure public support

for its actions, justify the new round of authoritarian legislation and

the attempt to further isolate the country from foreign influence, and

encourage acceptance of the hardships endured by the masses as the

economy declined. In addition, the call to rally around ‘Putin’s flag’

was strong enough to guarantee the success of the ruling party in the

parliamentary elections of 2016 and prepared the public for Putin’s

next presidential term. Both election campaigns – the parliamentary

campaign of 2015 and the presidential campaign of 2016 – are

notable for the absence of traditional pre-election fear-mongering:

the terrible events in Ukraine rendered any more fear-mongering

unnecessary.

The Ukraine crisis produced a peculiar phenomenon: for the first

time in seventeen years top-ranking politicians, including Putin

himself, started to regularly voice conspiratorial notions in public.

The idea that the opposition works closely with foreign intelligence,

that the fall of oil prices was consciously brought about by the USA

and Saudi Arabia in order to damage Russia (Lenta, 2014), or that

‘someone’ is harvesting biological materials from the Russians

(Moldes, 2017), are no longer merely statements made by public

intellectuals, but now feature strongly in Putin’s speeches. Perhaps it

is this shift in Putin’s rhetoric, and his shameless attempts to spread



conspiratorial panics, that led Angela Merkel to suggest that he has

‘lost touch with reality’ (Paterson, 2014).

Seeing Russia’s elites as simply paranoid is not sufficient to

understand what really goes on in Putin’s Russia. The emergency in

Ukraine, and the need to defend Russian interests there, has opened

many opportunities for the authors of conspiracy theories. They

planted the seeds of their approach in 1991; some of these have now

turned into fruit which the Kremlin has reaped, most effectively

since the conflict began. Yet some conspiratorial ideas are too

revolutionary even for the Kremlin, and do not match its agenda and

tactical goals. People like Glaz’ev and Dugin, for example, may prove

to be instrumental in producing narratives to convince Russians that

the West is against them. They might even try to use some

misconceptions which are still held by Russian elites about the global

economy and foreign affairs (Etkind and Yablokov, 2017) in order to

make their messages sound more convincing. However, they are too

excessively devoted to conspiracies to be part of the rational and

cynical Russian politics. As Fyodor Lukyanov notices (2016), the idea

that the West is engaged in an ongoing battle against Russia can be

accepted and used by the Kremlin elites as it helps them overcome

the identity crisis experienced by Russians after 1991. Yet it has

limitations, and these hinder the Kremlin’s attempt to find its place

in today’s world order. The conflicts in Syria and, most importantly,

Russia’s meddling in the US and French elections in 2016–17, both

of which triggered the fears of a global ‘Russian’ conspiracy against

democracies, might be a solution to this problem. Projecting Russia’s

important standing in the world, via anti-Russian conspiracy

theories and modern technologies, is, certainly, an elegant way of

trying to restore its status as a great power.

Notes
1. See Chapter 4 for more details.



Conclusion
In 2012 Vladimir Yakunin, then president of Russian Railway,

professor of political science at Moscow State University and owner

of a luxurious mansion which included a separate building for fur

coats, gave a talk to students at Moscow State University entitled

‘The new global class and challenges to humankind’. This revolved

around one idea: the West is building a New World Order and if

Russia wants to survive as a great state, it has to acknowledge this,

resist it and isolate itself, relying only on its natural resources for

survival. Yakunin’s belief is that the world is ruled by a group

consisting of its eight most powerful individuals, who meet in a

secret room in the Empire State Building in New York (RUSRANDru,

2012). While it was somewhat surprising to hear about the existence

of this global conspiracy from a member of Putin’s inner circle

(Dawisha, 2015), it was not totally unexpected.

In the years following the collapse of the Soviet Union, anti-Western

conspiracy theories gradually moved from the political margins to

the centre of official political discourse. By 2017, the image of the

West as the conspiring ‘Other’ had become a crucial element of this

discourse and was regularly used by political elites, including top-

level politicians, to gain public support for their actions and to

delegitimize the opposition. This process of bringing anti-Western

conspiracy theories into the mainstream began in the mid 2000s.

Major developments in Russian politics in the 2000s demonstrate

that Fenster’s understanding of conspiracy theories as a populist

approach of power is valid not only in relation to US politics, but can

also shed light on political developments in post-Communist

societies.

Several scholars have noted that the current Russian political regime

lacks any clear ideological underpinnings (Krastev, 2011; Shevtsova,

2015). This makes it more flexible than a totalitarian regime would

be; it allows citizens to do business, travel abroad and enjoy a

somewhat unlimited self-expression. In addition, a positive

economic dynamic and the growth of wealth in the 2000s

contributed to the popularity of Putin’s policies. However, as the



second term of Putin’s presidency approached its end in 2008,

against the background of a wave of ‘colour revolutions’ in the CIS

countries, the political establishment became concerned about the

future, and made the preservation of Putin’s power its major task. As

part of this process, with the support of loyal public intellectuals, the

Kremlin formulated a powerful narrative which juxtaposed the

Russian nation with the West, from whose intrigues only Putin could

protect Russia. This stance has been turned into the main ideological

crux of the regime.

Daniel Treisman (2011, p. 256) has pointed out that the ruling elites

in post-Communist Russia have always kept a close eye on the results

of opinion polls; under Putin and Medvedev this tendency became

even more pronounced as all major political decisions had,

somehow, to be reconciled with the public mood. This concern with

public opinion has been reflected in the constant populist appeals on

the part of political leaders to the majority of Russians. This

tendency peaked in the 2007–8 and 2011–12 electoral cycles when

the so-called ‘Putin majority’ became a significant factor in domestic

politics. Hence in the 2000s, widespread approval of Putin became a

key tool for legitimizing the policies introduced by the Kremlin and

securing its control over the country. From 2014 to 2016, when the

Ukraine crisis was at its height, the imagined ‘majority’ turned into a

real one as support for the Kremlin skyrocketed. Winning the ‘war of

the West against Russia’ in Ukraine, and ‘returning Crimea to

Russia’, proved to be strong enough incentives to bring together

different strata and different generations of Russians.

In official discourse, Putin was represented as the only possible

leader and even the embodiment of ‘the Russian people’, whose

interests and demands he allegedly fulfilled. Putin’s rhetoric was

aimed at gathering together different social elements into the broad

category of the ‘Putin majority’. At the beginning of the 2000s, public

demand was for a strong, stable state, and greater social equality.

Putin’s administrative reforms and attacks on the oligarchs not only

partially fulfilled the demand, but also established Putin’s authority.

From the mid 2000s, the maintenance of economic and political

stability in the country was the key issue for many Russians.

Accordingly, pro-Kremlin intellectuals and politicians linked the

economic growth of the 2000s with the image of Putin as a



successful leader. Hence the popular demand to preserve stability

was bound up with the need to keep the current ruling elites in

power. This goal was achieved by means of the suppression of

democratic institutions and attacks on civil society.

The transition towards greater authoritarianism in the mid 2000s

was accompanied by a discourse which contrasted the ‘Putin

majority’ to the minority of dissenters who disagreed with the

Kremlin’s political agenda. Since 2004, dissenting voices have been

seen as the ‘subversive’, ‘conspiring’ Other, something alien to the

Russian nation and more loyal to the West than to Russia. This

division in Russian society, based on a conspiratorial reading of both

past and current events, gradually evolved into a lens through which

Russian domestic developments were seen. With Putin’s return to

the Kremlin in 2012 the anti-Western conspiracy theories turned

into one of the key tools for explaining the need for new legislative

initiatives and the suppression of the opposition.

The Kremlin’s reaction to the Ukraine crisis provides a clear

illustration of how essential anti-Western conspiracy theories have

become for the political establishment in Russia. Putin’s appeal to

the Council of the Federation on 1 March 2014 for permission to

deploy military force in Ukraine was explained by the Council’s

members as a response to the threat of a US invasion of Ukraine, and

was supported unanimously (The Council of Federation, 2014). The

media campaign supporting Russia’s policies in Ukraine has been

framed by pro-Kremlin politicians and media as a retaliation against

the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, which is now said to have

been organized by the West. Through the press and television talk

shows, public intellectuals and politicians loyal to the Kremlin have

interpreted the Euromaidan movement as the outcome of subversive

Western actions aimed at brainwashing Ukrainian citizens and

turning them against Russia. The new government of Ukraine, under

the leadership of Petro Poroshenko, has been described as a ‘fascist

government’ under the protection of the CIA. The intervention in

Crimea has been justified by the need to protect Russian

‘compatriots’ from extreme Ukrainian nationalists backed by the

West and the NATO fleet. Crimea’s annexation has been described in

the state-aligned press as the end of the New World Order in Russia

and a key step towards the construction of the Russian nation



(Remizov, 2014). The concepts elaborated by US right-wing

conspiracy theorists since the mid 2010s have found a place in the

rhetoric of Russia’s mainstream intellectuals and politicians.

The impact of events in Ukraine on Russian domestic policies is at

least as significant as the shock experienced by Kremlin officials in

2004 during the ‘Orange Revolution’ in Kyiv. Thirteen years ago, the

unrest in Kyiv sparked the ‘weaponization’ of anti-Western

conspiracy theories against political opponents. In 2014, it has

become a ‘weapon of mass destruction’ deployed by the loyal

Kremlin media to destroy or suppress opposition in the country.

The political changes in Russia in the decade between the two

Ukrainian revolutions, and the Russian political elites’ response to

them, allows us to evaluate the role played by anti-Western

conspiracy theories in post-Soviet political development. As

discussed throughout the book, the change of regime in Ukraine in

2004 was an important factor in triggering a dramatic increase in the

use of conspiracy theories as an instrument of social cohesion. These

ideas did not appear out of the blue: the notion of a Western

conspiracy, as explained in Chapter 1, was a key part of Russian

intellectual life for more than two centuries. However, after 1991 it

became an important element of the country’s political ideology,

exploiting people’s nostalgia for Russia’s past greatness, justifying

the authoritarian turn and providing a basis for social cohesion and

popular mobilization. In the 2000s, growing nostalgia for the Soviet

Union and the absence of public consensus about events of the

recent past allowed the Kremlin to stimulate national cohesion based

on the fears of conspiracy. As Chapter 3 demonstrates, Russia’s

political and intellectual elites in the 2000s made a conspiratorial

understanding of the Soviet collapse a crucial feature of domestic

policies, portraying internal opposition to the Kremlin as a ‘fifth

column’ conspiring against the Russian nation. Putin’s definition of

the Soviet collapse as ‘a major geopolitical disaster’ transformed the

attitude of ordinary Russians towards the event into a key marker of

loyalty to the state and the nation. Those citizens who did not see the

loss of the Soviet state as a disaster found themselves excluded, at

least discursively, from the community of Russian people. They were

labelled enemies who were working with the West, which had been

instrumental in destroying the Soviet Union.



The idea that a ‘subversive agency’ among the political elites of the

Soviet Union and Russia had contributed to the Soviet collapse was

fundamental to populist rhetoric on the part of politicians and

intellectuals. These ideas appealed to some sections of Russian

society and supplied the authorities with arguments with which to

undermine the reputations of political opponents who had reputedly

benefitted from the Soviet collapse. The attempt to impeach Yeltsin

in 1999 had shown that anti-Western conspiracy theories about the

Soviet collapse could serve as a political tool, rather than simply

remaining an element in fringe ideologies. It demonstrated the

potential of creating short-term alliances with diverse political

groups to pursue political goals. At the same time, the attempted

impeachment became the starting point for the relocation of these

theories from the opposition’s ideological arsenal to official political

discourse.

The active use of the conspiratorial reading of the Soviet collapse by

Russian officials demonstrates the tactics of the Russian

establishment in the 2000s. They have adapted the ideology of the

national-patriotic opposition and used it against the Kremlin’s

current rivals, the liberal democratic and radical nationalist

opposition. At first, Kremlin officials borrowed the conspiratorial

interpretation of the Soviet collapse from the intellectual set of ideas

developed by national patriots who opposed the government. Later,

these same people became great advocates of the current regime.

Aleksandr Dugin, who called for a complete standoff with the West,

as discussed in Chapter 2, joined the coalition in support of Putin in

the presidential elections in 2012 and two years later stood at the

forefront of the Russian campaign to support the annexation of

Crimea. Another leader of the national-patriotic movement, whose

media outlet was the key voice of the anti-Yeltsin coalition in the

1990s, was Aleksandr Prokhanov; in an interview with The New York

Times in 2014, he noted with satisfaction that he was ‘regularly

invited to Kremlin events’ (Barry, 2014). The transformation of these

public intellectuals from leaders of the anti-government camp in the

1990s into the Kremlin’s closest allies in the 2000s shows that the

Kremlin has taken every advantage to ensure that it has maximum

support from diverse communities. In fact, as this book argues,

public intellectuals and the authorities both benefit from their



collaboration. The active involvement of public intellectuals in the

production and dissemination of anti-Western conspiracy theories

raises their public profile and gains them support – and funding –

from the Kremlin. In turn, the Kremlin encourages the intellectuals’

endeavours to disseminate anti-Western conspiracy theories as they

help reinforce the power claims of political elites.

In the 2000s, the ruling political elites, with the support of

prominent public intellectuals such as Gleb Pavlovskii, invested a

great deal of time and money in creating a network of public

intellectuals and media personalities who even today continue to

produce anti-Western conspiracy theories and disseminate them

among the Russian public. Regardless of political preferences or

professional background, intellectuals loyal to the Kremlin portray

the West both as the main external enemy of Russia, and as

controller of domestic opposition to Putin. At the same time, the

efforts of these intellectuals transformed the figure of Putin into an

icon of resistance to the West and the only guarantor of Russia’s

sovereignty. Moreover, the image of Putin has evolved

internationally and has become the embodiment of resistance to the

West and the New World Order in the eyes of various foreign

audiences. The Kremlin’s engagement with far-right and far-left

organizations around the world (Shekhovtsov, 2018) plays an

important role in the Kremlin’s efforts to spread its vision of global

affairs, in which anti-Western and anti-American conspiracy theories

have become a tool for undermining the credibility of the US and EU

governments.

Populist theories of Western conspiracy produced by public

intellectuals became a way of legitimizing authoritarian rule and

delegitimizing Putin’s opponents. The case of Mikhail Khodorkovsky

was a watershed in the conspiratorial practices of the Kremlin. One

year after Khodorkovsky was put in prison, Ukraine experienced its

first colour revolution; this scared the Kremlin and opened the gates

for all possible conspiracy allegations aimed at protecting the current

regime. Numerous think tanks and foundations led by prominent

public intellectuals became an integral part of policies meant to

promote Vladislav Surkov’s idea that Russia was a ‘sovereign

democracy’. Chapter 4 shows how Surkov’s definition of the West as

a competitor helped shift anti-Western rhetoric from the margins of



political discourse into a discussion on economy and finance. This, in

turn, imbued debates on Russian greatness with pride in the

country’s vast natural resources and provided an explanation of the

reasons for the West’s hostility towards Russia. However, Surkov

represented Western societies as complex and pluralistic, with only

some specific groups wishing Russia ill. This change in anti-Western

rhetoric, which had traditionally represented the West as a single,

monolithic entity, contributed to the further legitimization of anti-

Western conspiracy mythmaking in the public sphere: it was more

nuanced and hence more believable.

As well as meeting clearly political needs, the growing presence of

anti-Western conspiracy theories in official discourse can be

explained by the ability of conspiracy theories to create national

identities and promote national cohesion. Russian political and

intellectual elites in the 2000s opted for anti-Western conspiracy

theories as a method of nation-building. They created a dualistic

worldview in which the Russian nation stood against its ultimate,

conspiring ‘Other’, the United States.

The Pussy Riot affair is a case in point. Conspiracy theories about the

band’s threat to Russian national cohesion were used to link its

supporters to protesters demanding fair elections in the country. The

campaign against Pussy Riot was a media-constructed event aimed

at polarizing society in the post-electoral period. It served as a bridge

between a conspiratorial propaganda campaign against the United

States, which was embarked on to ensure Putin’s victory, and the

anti-opposition campaign in the aftermath of the elections. The

corpus of anti-Western conspiracy notions used in the debates

around the Pussy Riot affair set the parameters of domestic politics

during Putin’s third term and provided a counter-balance to the

opposition’s anti-Kremlin views.

This division of the world enabled the Kremlin to simulate cohesion

within the highly heterogeneous Russian society on the basis of

shared animosity towards the USA. Active social mobilization against

the allegedly destructive US policy towards Russia peaked during the

electoral cycles in 2007–8 and 2011–12. However, the wave of rallies

against the regime from 2011 onwards, the subject of Chapter 6,

came as a surprise to the Kremlin and radicalized the search for a



domestic ‘conspiring Other’ connected to the USA and turned

resistance to the USA into the basis for legislative initiatives. The

Pussy Riot trial was a timely event for the political authorities as it

allowed Russian society to be split between the ‘Russian Orthodox

people’ and the subversive ‘Other’, in the aftermath of a difficult

electoral campaign. However, efforts to construct a sense of nation

based on an alleged Western-inspired conspiracy against Orthodoxy

was only partly successful, and only in the short term.

The impact of anti-Western conspiracy theories on political

developments in Putin’s Russia had never been so apparent as it was

during the parliamentary and presidential elections of 2007–8 and

2011–12, when the struggle to protect access to power was

particularly intense. As Chapter 6 shows, well-orchestrated

campaigns throughout both electoral cycles portrayed Putin as the

embodiment of ‘the Russian people’, and the only person who could

guarantee the country’s sovereignty and independence from the

West. The Kremlin wanted to create an ‘overwhelming majority’ of

Putin supporters as a way of consolidating the elites and

demonstrating the regime’s efficiency (Rogov, 2013). Various anti-

Western conspiracy theories, which had been developed by public

intellectuals and pro-Kremlin politicians, became an efficient

instrument of popular mobilization. The two electoral periods of the

new millennium became revealing demonstrations of how various

state and private institutions cooperated in an effort to maintain the

regime. Public intellectuals and think tanks worked together with the

state-aligned media to aggressively promote fears of a colour

revolution in Russia, which was reportedly being planned by the

West and its allies within Russia. In turn, in their public speeches,

top-ranking politicians, including Putin, articulated anti-Western

conspiratorial notions. This confirmed the conspiracy narrative as an

inherent and legitimate part of official political discourse.

As Chapter 5 demonstrated, the citizen activism which had pre-

empted Putin’s third presidential term resulted in increased

government pressure on NGOs, which became the Kremlin’s main

target in the aftermath of the ‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine in

2004. From then on, pro-Kremlin public intellectuals and the state-

aligned media shaped the image of NGOs as the conspiring ‘Other’

within Russian society; they were supposedly supported by Western



foundations and intelligence services and sought to subvert Russian

society. This clearly reflected the political elites’ fear of the possibility

of a colour revolution taking place in Russia. Just after Putin’s return

to the Kremlin in 2012, NGOs again found themselves at the centre

of an aggressive campaign to delegitimize their activities on the

grounds that they were dangerous and subversive. The Ukraine crisis

has cost Russian civil society the loss of several influential foreign

NGOs, and has saddled it with more pressure from the state. The

political campaign against NGOs after 2014 relied heavily on a

corpus of anti-Western conspiracy theories developed in the 2000s

with the active support of the Kremlin. The campaign demonstrated

how joint effort by politicians, public intellectuals and the state-

aligned media was able to use conspiracy theories to justify

repressive measures taken against political opponents. The relative

decline in the number of NGOs during the Putin years indicates the

usefulness of conspiracy theories in the struggle for redistributing

power between different political actors.

This study has also demonstrated that the Russian authorities

themselves appear to be the major protagonists and producers of

conspiracy theories. In the United States the federal authorities are

also partly responsible for the popularity of conspiracy fears among

Americans, as Olmsted (2009) has argued, because in the past they

made it easier to suppress dissenting voices and conceal real

conspiracies. However, for the most part conspiracy theories in the

USA emerge from grassroots movements which perceive the federal

government as the ultimate conspiring Other.

The picture is reversed in the Russian case. The Kremlin and its

public intellectual allies are major instigators of anti-Western

conspiracy theories, which are transmitted to the grassroots level of

Russian society through channels under government control. This

process takes the place of a coherent state ideology and legitimizes

Kremlin policies. In addition, unlike in the USA, political and

intellectual elites use conspiratorial rhetoric to boost their popularity

and build their careers. Yet attempts on the part of independent

individuals on the grassroots level to develop and apply their own

populist, anti-elite conspiratorial discourses to strengthen their

popularity are punished by the state.



While I was writing these final remarks, the Russian law

enforcement services announced that they had uncovered a

significant plot against the state led by Viacheslav Mal’tsev. Mal’tsev,

a popular Youtube blogger from Saratov, made his name by

criticizing Putin for being a dictator who regularly violates the

Constitution. He was elected to run for parliamentary elections as

one of the leaders of the democratic movement RPR-PARNAS in the

parliamentary elections in 2016. Mal’tsev did not support the

annexation of Crimea and called for peace with Ukraine. He called on

his supporters to start a revolution in November 2017 and overthrow

the corrupt regime. In summer 2017 he was arrested for a few days

and, soon after, left Russia to avoid political pressure (RFE/RL,

2017). Today, FSB claims that Mal’tsev is the head of a terrorist

network which planned to stir up a number of regional

administrations and set off street violence (Merzlikin, 2017).

The line between using conspiracy theories against opponents and

turning them into the driving force in politics is drawn very carefully.

As the Ukraine crisis demonstrated, the Kremlin’s rulers are willing

to engage overtly in the propagation of anti-Western conspiratorial

discourse when it is politically expedient. However, the people who

genuinely hold conspiratorial views rarely become serious

decisionmakers in the Kremlin hierarchy; they are more often foot

soldiers and middle ranking officers in rhetorical battles against the

regime’s rivals.

The prominence of anti-Western conspiracy theories in

contemporary Russia and their active use in domestic and foreign

policy allows us to draw several conclusions about their future

prospects and their relationship to the political regime. The rallies in

the winter of 2011–12 symbolized a new period in post-Soviet

Russian history and forced the Kremlin to reconsider its ways of

governing the country. As this study has demonstrated, in the 2000s

anti-Western conspiracy theories were concerned only with

particular governmental and non-governmental actors who, in

theory, were able to undermine the legitimacy of the ruling elite. The

principal aim of these theories was to secure victory in the elections.

The Kremlin’s failure to accomplish a smooth transfer of power from

Medvedev back to Putin in 2011 revealed a serious dissatisfaction

with the state of affairs in the country on the part of some sections of



the elites and middle-class citizens. This highlighted problems within

the political system itself and made it clear that it was in need of in-

depth reform. As Gel’man (2015) notes, after the rallies in 2011–12,

maintaining the status quo by any possible means became the

Kremlin’s main goal. The Kremlin equated the status quo with the

preservation of the positions of incumbent politicians. However,

ordinary Russians, with the help of the state-aligned media,

perceived it as social and financial stability. Against this background,

anti-Western conspiracy theories evolved from being an instrument

for delegitimizing political opponents into a widely used method for

promoting domestic and foreign policies.

The conspiratorial language chosen by the authorities after 2012 was

a tool for explaining and justifying their policies. The incessant

juxtaposition of ‘the people’ of Russia, whose demand was the

maintenance of the status quo, with the ‘Other’, who undermined the

integrity of the nation, was a way of dealing with conflicts emerging

in the country. The West was portrayed as a powerful, external foe

which supported internal enemies within the nation. Attempts to

mobilize the population in support of the Kremlin was carried out by

means of aggressive campaigns in the state-aligned media and

allowed the Kremlin to meet the social, political and interethnic

challenges of the post-2012 period. Almost all of the major legislative

initiatives of the Duma which were aimed at protecting the regime

were presented as acts of resistance to the treacherous West.

The events in Ukraine marked another phase in the evolution of the

Putin regime. The effects of the ‘Revolution of Dignity’ in Kyiv will

continue to be felt by Russian citizens and their authorities for years.

The Kremlin seems to have realized that playing a passive role in

global events could threaten the regime’s survival, and so has made it

clear that it is prepared to protect its interests at all costs. This

explains its active role in the fight against IS in Syria, and its possible

meddling in other countries’ elections, most notably those of the

USA, both of which have dramatically changed Russia’s standing in

the world. The US and European reactions to the election scandal,

which has been used to portray Russia as Donald Trump’s puppet

master, plays right into the hands of the Kremlin. It is perceived as

another excuse to harass Russia, and is used as more ‘evidence’ that

the Kremlin was right in its conspiracy theories about the West.



The Ukraine conflict and Trump’s election have demonstrated that

the post-truth world has ample room to accommodate all possible

conspiracy theories and to bring them into everyday life. Promoting

‘Fortress Russia’, which Mikhail Iur’ev saw as an ideal approach to

regaining the country’s past greatness, is a developing project and it

promises to bring more interesting twists and turns in post-Soviet

politics in the coming years. It turns out that the ‘Fortress’ is not as

isolated from the world – nor, specifically, the West – as the author

of this book imagined. The cunning and skilful manner in which the

Russian political and intellectual elites have made use of conspiracy

theories in the new millennium shows how they can be imported

from, and, later, exported to, other countries. Studying the use of

conspiracy theories in Putin’s Russia can help us reach a better

understanding of one of the most controversial intellectual

phenomena of our times – and one which is growing in importance.
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