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Chapter 7

"The Conceptual History of
the Russian State Duma

Iréne Herrmann

==

On 27 April 2011, a major international conference took place at the Tauride
Palace in St Petersburg to celebrate the 105th anniversary of the Russian
State Duma. This event, and its timing, is extremely interesting since this
celebration did not mark ‘an actual centenary’. The chairman of the State
Duma, Boris Gryzlov (2011), acknowledged this fact himself. One is led to
infer that it was organized specifically to transmit political messages to the
audience and the Russian citizenry at large, and three of these messages seem
particularly relevant,

The most obvious message was the indisputably close link between the
first Imperial Duma and its modern counterpart. Not only was this con-
nection expressed through the date and location of the celebration, which
occurred exactly at the same place and on the same day as the opening of
the first Duma, but it was also vehemently stressed by the various orators,
in whose view there was no doubt that the imperial institution was the direct
ancestor of its post-Soviet homonym. In fact, the event was even labelled the
‘105th anniversary of Russian parliamentarism’ (Deklaraciya 2011).

For most commentators of this event, the first Imperial Duma itself had
very ancient roots. They linked its existence and democratic endeavours to
medieval and early modern, supposedly deliberative assem blies, such as the
Veche (Ponomaryov 1988), the Zemsky Sobor or the Boyars’ Duma. The ora-
tors’ (not necessarily conscious) purpose was twofold: to stress the purported
length of the Russian democratic tradition, and then in turn to disqualify any
foreign political legacy. In other words, by establishing an historical continu-
ity between various Russian representative institutions they created a truly
Russian sort of (exercise in) democracy.
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Within this framework, or so the second message wen.t, the Duma was
considered a true (lower house of) parliament, and it§ creation th.e true st?rlt‘;
ing point of Russian parliamentarism. However, ti:us very ‘p.arhami;mrls
was considered not only compatible with the classical tradmon.or estern
parliaments but also best suited for the specific case of _Russm 'In other
words, the third message forcefully suggested that R.ussj.san ;)a;lu;;ne?it:r-]
rism was special (Stenograph, 22 April 2011). The sp.ecnﬁcny of the Russ )
democratic institutions was altogether proven and mirrored by th.e CDn'mE ts
that the Chairman of the Duma, Boris Gryzloy, used :fnd explamcdh :’n is
jubilee speech. He mentioned Russia’s current ‘sovereign de-nwcrat.y f:s h
mere translation of its far older Smm:de{,fﬂume.ndmdnvfasrr —i.e., auto}cnatla‘rj
people’s self-determination (Shkel’ 2011), This concept sm.?nclcd tr‘t;)y 0 .
and authentic. More importantly, the very use of the old Slavic wurt.l_ urmzl
simultaneously underlined rhe intrinsic diﬂ'erence,s between E:fs?1anda?ts
foreign parliaments and expressed both the Duma’s comparability an
““11‘71:1(‘::1‘-:;;: perspective of the conceptual history of p.arlia:ments, [hi!:» :m-fln-r
guity is extremely telling and fascinating. Globally, it raises lhrefa hortt_sﬂr:
issua'zs, firstly pertaining to the history of the Qunna and ‘the remmnsdo e

tsarist autocratic regime in the present Duma. Secondly, issues rf:l:ue to its
compatibility with the present-day Western generallaccepmnce‘ c.nt w.hat ? true_:
parliament should be like, encompassing the way :'t ‘ﬁts the Lr]terlado. reE
resentation, deliberation, sovereignty and re.sponsﬂnhty aslfnrmulate ‘m‘f z
starting hypothesis of this volume. Finally, issues concerning the pc.:rt.ip io
of the Duma and how it‘is influenced by the word that designates it. Let us
start with the history of the Duma.

Power(lessness) from the Tsars to the Soviets

In order to give his manifold message any eﬂ'cc'tivene.ss, Gry?..lov;ha}c]i tc:
conceal several historical elements, three of which might SFI"IOI.ES}' a\fti
weakened his argumentation and hence its expected positive ptoll(‘ma
effect. He did not mention that the name of rhe. Duma was not a. Lonr:,t:;:;
sual one, guided by the desire to continue and improve tt‘lc‘lc?ac.}f. 0 e
Imperial Duma. Actually, its name was the rcsult'of a 1111gu1s.nc ashion a ;
an historical compromise between two conr.ra.d:ctory. parllamem‘arypi'lrslq
Soviet-style forms of representation (Current Digest of the Post-Soviet Press,
lgagrc?r‘:i);he end of the 1980s onwards, several assemblies, ble .thuyl gatﬁcrfniz
of citizens (Moskovskie Novosti, 19 November 1989), polmcl:tl lzle;{;xtunltl)c(-j
(Tzvestia, 29 January 1990) or even newspapers (Pravda, 5 April 1990), ca
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themselves Dumas, without it meaning any specific form of organization, let
alone a decision-making organ. At the very beginning of the 1990s, the polit-
ical actors who wanted a new parliament for the Russian Soviet Federative
Socialist Republic (RSFSR) thus rather smoothly and logically adopted the
same word to designate the lower house (Rumanciev 200709, 1: 145, 377, 2.
354).

In any case, and unlike Gryzlov, they were careful not to underline any
close link between the old imperial institution and the post-Soviet parliament
that they wanted to establish. Their discretion seems puzzling as the political
use of history is one of the best ways to legitimize the introduction of novel-
ties (Herrmann 2011: 13-14), and the Russian audience was enthusiastically
rediscovering its imperial past (Ferretti 2002; Scherrer 2006). Actually, their
silence reflects the embarrassment caused by the political struggle between
the promoters of parliaments and the defenders of soviets; it also mirrored
the internal uneasiness of most social actors, who were unwilling to deny their
entire communist past for a new capitalist future, and it was admittedly also
influenced by the bad reputation the Imperial Duma had in Soviet society
({zvestia, 7 June 1989).

The third edition of the Grear Soviet Encyclopaedia (1969-78), which is

a valuable source of mainstream information for the end of the Soviet era,
notably depicted the Imperial Duma as a powerless institution that merely
aimed to support a ‘bourgeois monarchy’. Despite its indisputable ideological
bias, the article was not totally wrong, and it quite rightly stressed the deci-
sive role played by the events of the ye'ar 1905, when the defeat against Japan
and the Revolution compelled Tsar Nicholas IT to make several political con-
cessions, including the creation of a State Duma (see also the case of Finland
in Chapter 6). Unlike the older institutions bearing the same name, the new
State Duma was a parliament-like organ in that it was elected and had the
power to enact laws.

That being said, like the Boyar Dumas and, later on, the municipal
Dumas and the contemporary German Reichstag, the State Duma had only
restricted power or, more to the point, only the amount of power the mon-
arch allowed it. The emperor had the right to appoint his ministers, to veto
the laws issued by the Duma and to dissolve the Duma itself whenever he
wanted to. This situation rapidly led to conflicts, and after the dissolution of
two Dumas, Nicholas II tamed his ‘legislature’ by astutely settling the prob-
lem of representation that had long been discussed during the nineteenth
century (Semyonov 2009a, 2009b). As of 1907, the elections took place in a
‘curial’ way, allotting deputies according to the voters’ ‘estate’: while 120,000
workers could elect one deputy, it required only 230 landowners to achieve
the same result (Kyr’yanov 2006).
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In 1917, the situation understandably changed. Given the February
Revolution and especially the abdication of the emperor, sevga] members'- of
the Duma formed a provisional government with lthe‘mtemm? of nssum;}ng
power and organizing the transition to a true tfonsutut;onal regime. The very
progressive laws that it issued were hardly implemented, smcelthe. pn.)vl-
sional government’s power was decisively challenged by another }nstﬁtuuo::.
the Petrograd Soviet. Like the State Duma, the latter was tfreated int c \:'.'a cl
of the Revolution of 1905 out of strike committees a.nd, like the. provisiona
government, it was (re)activated as a result of th'e P:lmt Revolu an of 1917.
Now, it operated according to totally different prmc1p‘|es. ar?d quickly becalmle
an example to emulate, purportedly (or supposedly) building on the models
of soviets formed during the Paris Commune. ‘

The soviets were (at least ideally) spontaneous gatherlm.gs thal.EIected
their representatives to meet at a superior level while retaining the 1mp;r:1-
tive mandate and the power to recall them, thereby removing the posst iki-
ties for independent deliberation. More importantly, there was no sc;zla';no;t
of powers. Cooperation with the provisional govcrnment was thus dl clu t
and became impossible after the Bolsheviks seized power, gf’adually adopting
the exclusive political model of soviets and disscmu:natmg llt through‘out the
(communist) world. According to Lenin’s quite consistent views, parliaments
were to be used for propaganda and to challenge the bnurg'e‘ms E;ystcm from
within. In Russia, parliamentarism had been temporarily mamtamec! to sht?w

the ‘backward classes’ its true character: ensuring the power of ih{lz rich wh:ll:;
pretending to care for the concerns of the poor. (?nly this ’experlenlce cou
convince the workers and peasants of the superiority of sov:ets. (_Lemn 1920).
Within this theoretical framework, Soviet institutions unsu::pnsmgl;{ showed
no obvious (or at least no consciously assumed) sign of parhamen‘tansm.
This does not mean, however, that the Soviet system totally d:ﬁcrtfd from
the Duma. From a practical point of view, the soviets, whateve:: their level,
were directed by the party, so their real power was almost non-existent. They
were mere symbolic decorations, just as the Duma had once_br:cn. At a higher
level of abst'raction, both the capitalist and communist regimes shared some
common concerns. They notably wanted their respective S.ysttfl‘['ls to ﬁ:mcftop
and consequently to be supported by the :':?a'iority of their cmzens‘]ll’ t:js ;:5
why the ‘parliamentarization’ of Soviet politics began be,tf'orc t.hc fall of t ‘;
USSR and even before parliamentarism had ceased to be con‘mdered one 0
the main hallmarks of the regime’s arch-enemy. Conversely, it z_\lso expla]ns
why the creation of a parliamentary institution was seen as particularly vital
once the Soviet Union had collapsed. From this perspcf:tsvc, the Duma wa;‘;
not only a political tool but also the symbol of an ideological change, althoug
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its reintroduction seemed to be more of an (admittedly abrupt) evolution than
a real break with the past.

Representation from Gorbacheyv to Yeltsin

When Gorbachev came into power in 1985, he analysed the poor economic
situation as being the indirect result of civic disengagement. His reflection
led him to open up public debate and leave unprecedented space for the
expression of political opinions and knowledge. In addition, he launched
several political reforms aimed at opposing corruption and reviving the citi-
zens’ interest in politics: the famous policy of perestroika. Both programmes
included better political representation.

The first of these programmes clearly opposed Brezhnev’s legacy. In order
to gain uncontested support, the latter had given more power to regional
elites. In the early 1980s, it was thought that the aging and almighty local
elites would paralyse any attempt to develop the country. Gorbachev pro-
ceeded to replace them and established new political actors; however, while
these were rather young, dynamic and more in touch with the people’s con-
cerns, they were fortuitously mostly Russian as Gorbachev paid no real atten-
tion to their nationality (Lapidus 1989: 92-108).

The second programme was even more ambitious, as it encompassed the
reform of the ruling political system. These fundamental changes occurred in
two main interconnected stages, respectively focusing on the redefinition of
the role of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and the reshap-
ing of the Soviet Union’s deliberative organs. In January 1987, Gorbachev
launched the policy of demokratisaciya (democratization), aimed at revital-
izing the party by challenging its old sclerotic ruling elite. He accordingly
called for multi-candidate elections to take place for the Communist Party
in the localities and the soviets. In June 1988, he gave this programme more
publicity and increased its effect. A more decisive step was taken in early
1990, when Section 6 of the 1977 constitution, which stipulated the leading
role of the CPSU, was replaced by a new version that guaranteed multiparty-
ism (Constitution 1977).

This radical change took place and was especially effective in the context
of Gorbachev’s power reorganization. In order to challenge the ‘old commu-
nist guard’, the first secretary had also decided to change the old structures
and, on 1 July 1988, launched the so-called Congress of People’s Deputies
of the Soviet Union (Gorbachev 1988), a 2,250-member body whose func-
tion was to elect the Supreme Soviet. Although it was meant to revive the
old system of soviets and actually added an additional stage in the designa-
tion process of the Soviet legislative assembly, some observers consider it to
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have been a parliamentary-like assembly (Magun 2007: 66&?. It did a(fqmre
some of the power formerly devolved to the party and gained better con-
trol of the executive. Also, its sessions were supposefl to las.t several months,
<which allowed for true discussions. Above all, two thirds of lt.S members ?v_erei-
elected by the people from among several candidates of different politica
per;izirc;ig to a well-known historical mechanisrn: the result of t’he h:;;t
election, in March 1989, displayed vast support for (J(IFb‘;lChEV and his mo k=
erate reformism; however, the election of the new (.ongress?s t_)f People’s
Deputies at the federal level, on 4 March 1990, showed that within one year
different forms of opposition had coalesced and all those who had lost their
trust in Gorbachev started to back other political forces s.uch as the so-called
Radical Reformists or the Nationalists. The latter had gam.cd mf‘luen_ce ntl)lta(;
bly because of the growing dissatisfaction with th.e Rus.smn ch_tes mlsta e
by Gorbachev in his fight against corruption, Multfpartylf.m ultimate ‘y sup—h
ported this trend and provided the Nationalists’ claim for independence wit
" %‘lelril E:fllsl;een more and more nationalist movemt’znts and df:monstra—
tions from 1986 onwards, and they had gradually interfsnﬁcd. In this process,
the election of the local Congresses of People’s Dcpt‘ltles acted as a powe:;l.'ul
trigger for nationalistic forces by inciting an increasw{g number of f’epub ics
to declare independence from the Soviet power. This process mamlgf con-
cerned peripheral regions, such as the Baltic States §1'990) and Ge?r?:a,l.l;'n!t
it also appealed to the newly elected Russian authorities and csqecnal yt 'el‘r
leader, Boris Yeltsin, who, in the summer of 1990, declared his republic’s
independence in a nationalistic and demagogic way: In June 1991, he.evef;
became Russia’s first elected president, not least in order to challenge Mikhail
GO';PI:: };:tvter took several steps to preserve his power and the supremacy of
the Sovict Union. He sent troops to the Balric States and held a referendum
to display the support he enjoyed, but he was also forced to prepare a new
Union Treaty that yielded a large degree of autonomy to the republics. One
day before its signature, Soviet conservativcs.dccu[ed lto pre—eml?t the evcn;
by seizing power. Yeltsin played a key role in the fa1lure.of thlS- eoup an
instan taneously gained enormous popularity as a resu.‘:ll. His newfound falme
allowed him to supersede Gorbachev, who resignec? in December 1991, just
as the collapse of the Soviet Union was officially ratified. .
The irony is that Gorbachev’s introduction of novel electfnral rules T(nd
better representation into the ossified Soviet _struf:turcs had decisively \;'lor ed
against him, his projects and even the prcservnt:o:} ‘0{' the USSR. It a odwc:.: !
Jong-restrained nationalisms to reappear on the political agenda and to sedu
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not only national minorities but also a huge Russian majority that followed
Yeltsin’s wishes to build a Russian state on the still-smouldering ruins of
the Soviet Union. That being said, while Yeltsin’s ‘dissolving [of] the Soviet
Union may have been his most important achievement’ (McFaul 2000: 50),

much remained to be done with regard to the parliamentarization of the new
country.

Responsibility under Yeltsin

At first, there was genuine interest in laying down democratic rules for Russia,
From 1990 onwards, at a time when there was still no Russian state, a con-
stitutional commission gathered to provide the country with new legislative
institutions (Fond konstitucionnykh reform 1990-93). After the collapse of
the Soviet Union, when its work was becoming crucial, serious rifts appeared
among its members regarding the way this restructuring was to be managed,
the degree of centralization and the respective powers of the legislative and
the executive.

In this debate, Yeltsin first advocated a balance of power that was not that
unfavourable to the projected parliament (Moore 1995). During the process
of constitutional elaboration, the Congress of People’s Deputies gave its pres-
ident extraordinary powers. He was thus able to launch decisive economic
reforms, which he considered more important than any political reorgan-
ization. If this conviction prevented him from authoritarian moves, it also
prevented him from developing new institutions that would have unfailingly
backed him. Sometime after the liberalization of prices, in January 1992,
the Congress of People’s Deputies opposed most of Yeltsin’s suggestions
as a result of an increasing distrust of his economic reforms, rendering the
president unable to prevail and eventually leaving the Russian Federation
ungovernable.

This outcome stemmed (at least partly) from the unresolved question
of responsibility. Although this issue was mentioned during constitutional
discussions (Rumanciev 2007-09, 1: 786), it was not clearly solved: Yeltsin
apparently understood his extraordinary powers to mean that he had carte
blanche to act as he wished, while the Congress still considered itself to be
above the president. As of the end of 1992, this struggle for pre-eminence
developed into a fierce conflict that resorted to constitutional tools, such as -

referenda or declarations of unconstitutionality, before eventually making use
of real weapons. In the autumn of 1993, violence broke out against the back-
ground of a severe economic crisis. MPs called for their supporters to storm
the Moscow television tower. The next day, Yeltsin replied by having troops
open fire on what was considered to be the Russian parliament.' In doing so,
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he showed the entire world how little responsibility the government had vis-
a-vi iament. .
' V'IIS‘I:?: ﬁ:l:r:la:; events had several consequences for the new parliamen-
tarian institutions created by Yeltsin to replace the Congress. In fa_ct, ic
very necessity of their existence, their glqbal charact}zr z?nd ;i?nom:::i::?
had long been decided by the above-mentioned cuns'mun?na comm d
The commission had supported a bicameral system right from the st‘:gt an ‘
agreed very carly on that the lower chamber shm{lf! be nameddtl-:: : uT:_
(Rumanciev 2007-09, 2: 406). The 1993 Col?p.(%ECISIVEly shaped t }:c :n?t;cn[
tion, notably on issues pertaining to responsibility, On onc'hand, the vio "
outbreak convinced Yeltsin to strengthen the govcrnrnent ] ?awer ?er tl e
new parliament. For instance, the President was given the right to fs}s‘o ;e
the Duma. He could also initiate/veto Icgislatwn.or issue de(frees w:th the
force of law. Moreover, since he was not cons‘tituuonally rcqu..ured t(‘:; choose
his government from the parliamentary maj?r::y, the Dt_jmaldld not bear any
responsibility for the country’s policy (Remington 2008: 1} ) .
On the other hand, possibly because of the demonstrations of dcmocra:nc
goodwill that Yeltsin was compelled to display — after all, he was .backed by
the Russian demogratic forces and even more so by most of the Western states
_ the Duma was not entirely powerless. Its 450 membfars were .elgcter..l in
a fairly democratic way, by a system combir.li.ng proportional/ Tna]o;t)r u:p-1
resentation, which gave it indisputable legitimacy. It als.o enjoye ;va:d
rights that constitute a true parliament: it issued laws (w?nch 11‘ad_ to h,:: :D
fied by the upper house), and the individual ch_o.sen as prime n'l: mlsL:r P
be approved by it. It could rely on several additional t.oo!s such as the o
Chamber or the right to organize hearings and even to impeach the presi e; .
In short, the Duma could remind the president that he was accountable to his
parll:aar?}f: ::ontext of painful economic changes, the war in Chechnya andci
above all, the lack of a majority in parliament, the first Dumaz ofltanuls;"
their power to challenge the president, and frt.}m 199_8 Eo 1‘.?9 t e v .s
initiated an impeachment procedure against Boris Yeltsin.* Thls dcc:s:gnh\:v:e
obviously spectacular and possibly dangerous, as the pr?mde:*nt.lcou . :m_
responded with legally sanctioned vivlence, as he had in simi ar c1rcd :
stances in 1993. This time, though, he did not do so and uzstf:ad agr;e (i
resign peacefully at the end of the millennium. Thm'e Dum.a s tTI;leac .n;e:”
procedure was indeed first and foremost a symbolic reminder: despit v
the public gesticulations, Yeltsin and the Duma ],1ad been ab‘l,e w0 conp;raar:
manage the Soviet legacy and initiate the country’s der‘nocra‘matmn an ;:] .
liamentarization (Remington 2008: 118) in a way that is tellingly reflected 1
the notion of deliberation.
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Deliberation from Yeltsin to Putin

The Duma and the Congress of People’s Deputies were both undoubtedly
considered true loci of deliberation. It is thus not really surprising that the
constitution of 1993 provided for three readings at the Duma, although the
discussions had probably not been expected to be so animated and acerbated;
at first, the lower house was a place of sometimes violent disputes that ignored
true parliamentary discourse, and personal attacks, directed less at a member’s
political ideas and stance than at his or her past or origins, occurred often
enough. On 23 December 1994, the deputy of the Liberal-Democratic Party
of Russia (a far-right patriotic party) E.Ju. Loginov tellingly complained: ‘I
protest against . . . the accusation of anti-Semitism. Tomorrow, some person
with schizophrenia will accuse me of zoophilia or eating babies’.* He received
the following answer: ‘If he [Loginov] is not an anti-Semite, then I am [the
famous Soviet prima ballerina] Maya Plisetskaya’.! The parliamentary rhet-
oric nonetheless improved progressively, and by the turn of the millennium
unparliamentary discourse had become rare.

This evolution may have had various causes. Firstly, the changing atti-
tudes within the Duma may be seen as evidence of Russian democratization.
In most parliamentary systems, the use of adequate discursive techniques
shows the integration of a code of dispute resolution that attempts to respect
the view of one’s opponent. It would seem only natural for Russian parlia-
mentarism to follow in the same tracks. Indeed, the mastering ot such parlia-
mentary discourse coincided with the introduction of new institutional rules
that were at least officially meant to enhance the Russian legislative system.

In 2000, newly in power, Putin launched significant reforms in the func-
tioning of Russian federalism and hence the upper house of parliament. The
1993 constitution was silent on how to choose the two deputies who were to
represent their ‘subject’ (administrative regions or members of the federa-
tion) in the Federation Council, so that as of 1995 this position was held by
the heads of the local executive and legislative organs. In order to officially
avoid these dual mandates and better respect the separation of power, Putin

decided that the members had to be full-time representatives. Although
the latter were supposed to be designated by their regions, the process of
designation was actually mostly supervised by Moscow. The Kremlin’s mon-
itoring strengthened in 2004 following its adoption of an antiterrorist and
anti-corruption law stipulating that the governors of the subjects would not
be elected by local voters but appointed by the government itself (Remington
2008: 121).

At approximately the same time, in the wake of the terrorist attack on
Beslan, the wave of reforms also reached the lower house. Here again,
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changes were officially presented as being in the interest of democrac.y. I;
was decided that the Duma would be exclusiv?ly electe.d by proport_loga
representation, which actually prevented all typically regional and/or 1&1 e-
pendent candidates from sitting in parliament. .Furfhermo.re, all C.andl a;es
had to be party members, even as it was becom.lr?g increasingly difficult for
parties to obtain an official status, as the authorities allegedly feared fantasy
candidatures (Patze 2011: 166). Finally, the minimum threshol.d for any party
to be represented in parliament rose from 5 to 7 per cent..Thls measu:;a walsf
officially meant to strengthen the party system by reducing the number o
i ne 2009: 21-22).

par’?‘:lse(rsets(illt of these deciZions was indeed remarkable. The nur.nber of par-
ties sank from eleven in 1993 to four in 2007 and 2011. More 1rr}portan-tly,
the absence of independent candidates strikingly re.duced the.ldeologu':al
diversity of the lower house and consequently the richness f)f its debates.
This trend had admittedly older conceptual roots. Already in ?994, some
MPs had claimed that the Duma sessions were not mean.t for Polltlcal'debates
(Stenographs, 13 January 1994; 19 January 1994).'Th1S point of view wali
somehow reiterated a decade later by Gryzlov himself;, however, it too
another four years for journalists and the public sphere Fo comment on t.he
chairman’s alleged utterance that the Duma was not being a pla(.:e for (.iIS—
cussion. This commentary reveals that around 2007 parts of Russian society
started to feel and resent the undemocratic evolution of the D_urr?a. At least
since 2007, the nove! rhetorical discipline displayed py the deputies has had
little to do with democracy and more to do with the hidden agenda of democ-
ratization and the evolution of the Duma’s sovereignty.

Sovereignty from Putin to Medvedev

The Duma’s sovereignty has never been that of a C!aSSiL‘.:‘li parham;m.
Although the lower chamber’s sovereignty was obviously cru.mal fm: tlsle .rs;t
“ MPs, they did not compare it with Western standards but with t]uinr : 1()\'12 (i
pre-perestroika legacy (Stenographs, 20 Maly 1‘994). This r.efcrem.e a 0:‘ =
Yeltsin to give the Duma a little leeway vis-a-vis the executive power, whic
he did mainly in order to avoid it having any resemblance with .the Cfmgfm;
of People’s Deputies that he had come to hn{c‘so mt.ich. Tha': being sal:d., su;:
an interpretation is only partially true as this policy continued d(;sb%!';e the
change of president and the blossoming economy fr?m the ear]? 2000s :m.
Putin did not alter the previous trend. In fact, all his democranzmg‘ meas-
ures had self-reinforcing side effects. Under the cover of Western parhar.n-.:lr‘:—
tary ideals, these measures favoured the president’s party and control wlcrl 1:11
and over the Duma. Putin’s new ‘democratic’ rules of the game excluded a
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minor parties and fypically local candidates; the designation of governors of
the subjects was a way to control the Duma indirectly. Even the shift from
semi-direct to entirely proportional representation occurred in a media land-
scape that was dominated by his party, so that his electoral reform was only a
means to dominate the political arena even more (Patze 2011: 196ff). Under
the cover of democratization, the Duma could no longer meet all the criteria
that constitute a true parliament.

Admittedly, Medvedev undertook to improve this situation. As soon as
Putin handed over power to him in 2008, the new president showed a will-
ingness to distance himself from his mentor prime minister by adopting pro-
parliament measures. He notably re-established the threshold of 5 per cent
and facilitated the registration of parties; however, on most points, such as
the appointment of governors of the subjects, he shared his predecessor’s
views. Moreover, he extended the length of term of office in the Duma from
four to five years. Above all, he actively contributed to the blurring of the sep-
aration of executive and legislative powers by allowing Putin to head ‘United
Russia’, the overwhelmingly dominant party in the Duma, at the same time
as the latter chaired the cabinet of ministers.’

Asaresult of Putin’s and Medvedev’s policy on the parliament, the Duma
lost (almost) all of its sovereignty and became a mere ‘house of approval’
{Remington 2008: 126). Accordingly, it no longer played its institutional role.
Most political decisions were made before being submitted to the Duma by
people who had little to do with it. The Duma was reduced to a rather deco-
rative rubber-stamping role. The latter criticism has been levelled ever since
Putin took power if not before (Meier and Zarakhovich 2000), and it has even
become more noticeable since 2005 with the Duma’s increasing loss of sover-

eignty. Indeed, Russian citizens even contributed to the trend by massively
voting for the government party.

Such an attitude has not gone unnoticed. Most authors have attributed it
to the enhancement of the economic situation, which the ever-rising prices of
hydrocarbons from the beginning of the new millennium have made possible.
Some scholars have also stressed other causes, such as the fear of terrorism,
the excesses of the so-called ‘Yeltsinian’ democracy or merely the lack of a
true political alternative (Stone 2009; Colton and Hale 2009). These expla-

nations all seem plausible and even confirmed a contrario by the demon-
strations that took place in December 2011 after the election of the sixth
post-Soviet Duma. The new middle-class generation that had emerged was
asking for more than economic and physical security. Thousands of Russian
citizens could then show their discontent publicly, but their demands did not
focus on the Duma. The only parliamentary issue of note that these dem-
onstrators indirectly tackled was that of representation, as they demanded
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new and fair elections and better representation of the opposition par-
ties. As for the actual functioning of parliament encompassing the notions
of responsibility, deliberation and even sovereignty, it was hardly ever
mentioned.

Admittedly, the people’s silence on this may have stemmed from a con-
viction that better representation would progressively lead to functional
enhancements. One may also argue that the demonstrators did not believe
that the Duma per se needed immediate changes and that there were more
important issues at stake. These suppositions are not contradictory; instead
they suggest that the Duma, despite the timing of the demonstrations, was

not a top priority.

Conclusion

Against all odds, the political demonstrations that took place in early
December 2011 indirectly and unwillingly confirmed some claims made
about eight months earlier during the celebration of the 105th anniversary
of the Duma. The very fact that they did not demand radical democratic
improvements in the Duma — whatever the reasons for their silence might
be — suggests that they agreed with Gryzlov or, at least, did not consider it
a true Western-style parliament. Of course, it may be that they did not see
the shortcomings of the Duma or care about them. Most probably, though,
their attitude also expressed their belief that this institution did not really or
immediately need to fit Western parliamentary criteria, as it was a specifi-

cally Russian version of parliament. In other words, they somehow shared

Gryzlov's repeatedly asserted belief in the genuine ‘national’” character of the
Russian political system. '

If the demonstrations that followed the 2011 election did not deny the
specificity of the Russian case per se, they took place after gross electoral
frauds in Russia had been manifested to the entire world (Assemblée par-
lementaire du Conseil de P’Europe 2012). Hence, one must infer that the
people understandingly did not want to be labelled as stupid by their own
government and, consequently, did not want their specificity to consist in
being credulous. They obviously felt ridiculed, and their mass reaction sheds
light on the role they assigned totheir parliament. Judging by the slogans of
December 2011, the Duma was supposed to play first and foremost a highly
symbolic role. It was not meant to represent the population so much as to
show the world and themselves that the population was taken into account.

This statement has at least two — historical and conceptual — consequences.
It suggests that Gryzlov’s reference to history was both unexpectedly and
indirectly right. The specific, and mostly symbolic, understanding of the
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role of the current Duma is highly reminiscent of the Imperial Duma, as the
'eé‘lrly twentieth-century deputies were both powerless and emblematic’ of the
I'sar’s goodwill. In other words, the link between both Dumas was maybe
noE their specific (non-)parliamentarian functioning, as Gryzlov inaccurately
claimed, but rather their particular function of dignifying Russian society

thn the Kremlin ignored this minimal but by no means negligible expecta—.
tion, the population felt humiliated and clearly neglected.

Frf)m this perspective, the demonstrations would indicate that the under-
standmg of the Duma’s history influenced Russian society. While the past
was var‘louisly interpreted and hence given different weight by different social
actors, ltsl1m portance was indubitably reinforced by the use of the very word
‘Duma’. Moreover, the term not only designed but also moulded the concept
by gem?rating understandings and expectations that were not exactly parlia-
mentarily oriented but nonetheless strong. Apparently, the concept of the
D.uma comes across as a specific expression of the population’s fundamental
wish to be taken into consideration, of which the concept of parliament then
appears to be another formulation.

Notes

1 The death toll has yet to be agreed upon.

2 This procedure lasted roughly from June 1998 until May 1999 (sources:
Stenographs). .

3 Sl uipaxaio npotect ... (Anna Tepbep) 06BHHUNA MeHS B AHTHCEMUTCKHX
BBICKA3bIBAHUAX. 3aBTpa KaKOH-HUGYAb wWwH30DPEHHK ... OOBHUHWT MeHS B
‘300(1)".111414 MM noenaunu MnaneHues’ (Stenographs, 23 December 1994).

4 Ecm! OH He EJ:HTHCCMHT, TO 5 Boobwe Toraa Maits Inuceuxas’, A.A. Osovcov
F Vrac'tlon Russia’s Choice (reformists) (Stenographs, 23 December 1994). ,

5 Significantly enough, the 29 April 2011 issue of the Parlamentskaya Gazeta pre-

sents this specificity as one of the key achievements of the Russian parliamentary
system.
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