Day 3

The third day of the Seminar Sapere Aude, organized by the Schools of Political Studies Association in Tbilisi (Georgia), with the participation of  the Tbilisi and Moscow Schools, turned out to be very busy. It was opened by one of the most well-known specialists on Authoritarian Regimes: sociologist and independent researcher Tatiana Vorozheikina. She told us about the interrelations between the Russian government and society. According to her, in Russia during the past three years, the strengthening of the authoritarian regime has been taking place, which started on May 6, 2012. “People are shown: if previously they have been arresting some well-known oppositionists, now they can grab anybody.  Nobody is ensured against losing his freedom”,- Vorozheikina was telling us. – “All the system of policial laws which have been adopted within the recent years (about meetings, demonstrations and about the “foreign agents”, etc.) are focused on repressing self-organization of society, liquidating public organizations which are independent of government. Consistently strangled are the remnants of the independent Mass Media.”

Besides, according to Vorozheikina, in Russia, the ossification of the ruling and reigning groups is happening. In her opinion, the present day rulers will not be able to retire from their positions in a peaceful way. The powerful elite will keep a grip on their seats to the last. At the same time, Vorozheikina makes it clear that she does not predict the transition from the Authoritarian regime to Totalitarianism. She believes that now it is not possible because in the society, in which for the last 20 years the Western model of consumption has been established, the total involution is extremely difficult.

After Vorozheikina the floor was taken by the “Neprikosnovenniy Zapas” (Reserve Stock) magazine Editor, Andrey Zakharov, who opened the session “State and Society” with the lecture “Machiavelli and we”. Andrey Zakharov told the audience about the heritage of Niccolo Machiavelli. The Italian philosopher was the supporter of a strong state power, for entrenchment of which he would accept the employment of any measures. He expressed these ideas in his famous work “Государь” (The Ruler), published in the year of 1532. Historically, Machiavelli is traditionally described as a subtle cynic, who considers that benefit and strength make the basis of political behavior and that politics rests on strength but not on morality, which actually may be neglected for the purpose of achieving the good cause. Nevertheless, Machiavelli calls politics an “experimental science”, which explains the past, rules the present and is able to predict the future.

Machiavelli is one of not too many figures of the Renaissance era, who in his works raises the issue of a personality of a ruler. He considers, in view of the realia of the Italy of his time, which suffered from feudal disunity, that it is better to have a strong, though devoid of remorse, ruler at the head of a unified country, rather than a number of rival territorial rulers. Thus, Machiavelli brings about the issue of balance between moral standards and political expediency in history and philosophy. Though Andrey Zakharov disowned any similarities between Machiavelli and the leadership of the contemporary Russia, the question of similarity between the political views of Putin and Machiavelli was hanging in the air. 

Politologist, Chief of the British Master’s Program “International Politics” in the Moscow Higher School of Social Sciences, Vassiliy Zharkov delivered a lecture: “Russia and Europe: Perpetual Reversion”. He says that an important historical choice in favor of Europe was made by Russia way back in 1687 when the first Russian Embassy arrived to Paris from Moscow. After that there have been many attempts to establish contacts, some of which are successful and continue till now. And yet perhaps, the most important historical choice Russia made at that time, during the reign of the wise Regent Sophia. Zharkov emphasizes, that for centuries ahead, the State of Russian has become an integral part of the Greater Europe, together with other leading powers participating in the development of European and World politics. This of course, does not exclude contradictions, conflicts and even wars. Nevertheless, never - even during the bolshiviks, would it bring to complete breach of relations with the European partners, considers Vassiliy Zharkov. Thus, the whole world today continues to look at us as one among European countries, though having specific features of its own. In his concluding speech, the expert makes it clear that he would like to believe that Russia will continue this course.

 Then the floor was taken by Member of the Royal Institute of International Affairs Chatham House, the author of the book “Russia and the New World Disorder”, Bobo Lo. He speaks about the breach in understanding the geopolitics between Russia and the West because the Kremlin understands Maidan in Ukraine as the Western plot, whereas in the West they recognize it as a natural process of democratization within Ukraine. Bobo Lo calls for reducing this breach, for which the West should admit that Russia has its own geopolitical interests. “It would be great to incorporate Russia as a participant in the international government”, - says Bobo Lo. “But the West is very skeptical about that. For example, Putin’s aims of interference in Syria are different from those of the world community”. Tactically, Putin achieved some success, but strategically, he lost, proving the sense to the existence of NATO, the expert concluded.

Director General of the Ethnopolitical and Regional Studies Center Emil Pain, in his lecture raises the question: “Why are my people not right?”. “People-crowd, controlled by demagogues, more often are not right”,- says Pain. –“When the society hasn’t become civic yet, it is vulnerable to propaganda”. In the course of building democracy, the civic society must take into consideration the cultural traditions of development in the same way, as the nature of soil is considered in building the structures, -  the expert believes. “Without changing the cultural environment, the change of political institutions is impossible. The «Special Path» of Russia, which is propagated by its Government, is replicated from the German path”, Pain remarks.  “The civic society does not give an answer to the question whether democracy is possible in these conditions. It is unlikely to expect that something will change by itself”, he presumes.

The day ended with the Round Table discussion “Society and Memory”, conducted by Alexander Sogomonov. Having divided the participants into groups, Sogomonov suggested that everybody remember the most significant events of the 80’s, 90’s and the years of 2000. Tired during the day, the participants were involved in a fierce dispute again and their tiredness was forgotten. Next, there was an exciting competition in erudition. “I am impressed by your acquirements!” concluded Sogomonov. Tired, but happy the participants went to bed, and those who still had some strength left, went to explore the night-time Tbilisi.
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