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citizens must rapidly build democracies 
and a free market economy or face the 
return of the old regime or an equally 
horrible alternative. 1 Unfortunately, to-
day, people in Russia, and in many newly 
independent states (newly independent 
former Soviet republics), are raising 
concerns that the second alternative is 
much more likely as the economies of 
their countries are in disarray.  

"The economic reforms in Russia 
have suffered a crash,"-says one of 
Russia's important newspapers-
Nezavisimaya Gazeta.2 A pauperization of 
the population and the emergence of a class of 
multimillion dollar proprietors seem to be their 
only tangible results. Firstly, in: opinion of the 
newspaper, such a situation creates an 
objective base for the return of the communists 
to power; secondly, it is a precondition for the 
rebirth of authoritarianism and even fascism. 
This new economic crisis in Russia and in 
some of the Newly Independent States has also 
created the atmosphere of apathy, anxiety, and 
mistrust among the ordinary people.  

The autocratic ideas are extremely 
popular there, since too many citizens are 
not receiving their salary for even few 
months; crime isnot only on the rise, but 
remains mostly undetected; and the gap 
between the richest and the poorest is 
immense. The most egregious violation 
of human rights are often overlooked by 
the people, who rather focus on similar 
violations elsewhere, which is a 
convincing evidence of retrograde social 
behaviour. And that pattern, in turn, 
leads to the situation many countries 
whose regimes are anything but 
democratic and free market oriented to 
seek certification and to avoid such criti-
cism. For example, the victory of 
General A. Lebed in Krasnoyarsk 
showed that people could vote for 
anybody, even if his ideas and activities 
seem to be dictatorial.  

Also, there is a revival of nationalism 
and racism. In 1998, a record number of 
crimes committed on racial grounds were 
registered in Moscow, writes a magazine 
Kommersant. On April 22 and 23, the 
employees of the U.S. Embassy in 
Moscow received a strong warning.  

 

Non-white employees of the embassy 
were recommended to be careful while 
being outside the Embassy. Moscow 
racists have announced war against 
Blacks and the Asians. Anonymous re-
search showed, that practically all of 
those who are not Europeans frequently 
face random displays of hostility, because 
of their ethnicity or race. One third of 
them has declared, that during last year, 
was subjected to rough insults or physical 
violence coming even from the ordinary 
citizens. Quite recently, Skinheads were 
involved in a series of attacks on 
foreigners of African and Asian origin, 
and beat a young Russian rabbi in a 
subway station in Moscow.3  

Polish historian, Adam Michnik, editor 
in chief of Gazeta Wyborcza, and a 
leading former Solidarity activist, who 
spent six years in prison for opposing 
communist regime, spoke about the re-
cent developments in Russia at the 
opening of the Central European Arts 
Festival in London this year. According 
to him, chaos in Russia is the biggest 
threat to the security in Central Europe. 
Thus, it is essential for the outside world 
to encourage democracy in Russia. 
Michnik also suggested keeping a vigi-
lanteye on Russian intentions-or ashe put 
it, to "look closely at her hands."4  

As it was implied before, the situa-
tionin many Newly Independent States is 
not better, and in some of them, even 
worse.  

For exmple, President of Belarus, Mr.  
Lukashenko, is a former Soviet collective 
farm boss, who thinks in Stalin's era 
stereotypes and who was once the subject 
of criminal charges for beating a tractor 
driver with a stick. After a referendum 
that was criticized by foreign observers, 
he dismissed the elected parliament and 
set up his own puppet chamber of hand -
picked deputies who routinely approve 
every measure he proposes. Almost every 
opposition leader has been arrested, 
jailed, and subjected to fines. Some have 
been savagely beaten. In Belarus the 
number of journalists that are being 
arrested, expelled, beaten or threatened is 
constantly growing. The independent 
press is subjected to systematic 
percecution by the authorities. Accord-  
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ing to the reports of the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe, the 
local authorities are constructing a system 
of totalitarian government. In order to 
justify its policy, the dictotorial regime in 
Belorus is desperately looking for 
enemies, both external and internal. Of 
course, Western countries and Western 
culture are viewed as the external 
enemies, while opposition groups and 
minorities are regarded as the internal 
enemies.  

Belarus is also the only European 
country whose citizens need permission 
to travel abroad. Here the state controls 
the economy; almost 1.5 percent of the 
population work for security services, 
which uses the same old name, KGB.  

When perestroika began, Kyrgyzstan 
and Kazakhstan, unlike their neigh-
bouring countries (Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 
and Turkmenistan), were looked upon as 
places of real democracy in Central Asia. 
But after few years of independence the 
picture has changed dramatically. And 
again, opposition leaders, journalists, and 
media are victims of growing 
authoritarian regimes, which does not 
tolerate any criticism.  

If we add to this situation massive 
displacement of many peoples as well as 
growing number of refugees, the whole 
picture is very bleak.  

Before 1917, some historians thought 
that Russia had only two alternatives: 
communism or fascism. The victory of 
communists, in their opinion, was the 
better solution in this situation. Are there 
really only two alternative for Russia and 
many of the former Soviet republics 
today as well?  

It is hard not to agree with Adam 
Michnik who says that a democratic 
Russia does not threaten the world, and 
the democratic world does not threaten a 
democratic Russia. Thus, the free world 
should do its best to make Russia a 
member of the European democratic 
system as soon as possible. It means 
opening onto Russia and not causing 
anxiety among its population or closing 
Russia off. Russia is a country that can be 
like any other European state. None-
theless, for the time being, we have to be 
very vigilant about events that take  
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place on its territory and in the Newly 
Independent States, and act accordmgly, 
since the stakes are very high.  

This issue of Refuge attempts to ad-
dress some of these problems. The arti-
cles presented here were written by 
insiders, i.e. scholars and human rights 
activists living and working in the former 
Soviet republics. The reader has to keep 
in mind that doing research in that part of 
the world often involves a considerable 
personal risk. Also the access to reliable 
information is limited if not denied, 
while the official sources are hardly ever 
objective and usually represent the views 
of the local propaganda. Thus, the 
researchers frequently have to relay on 
"leaks" form the circles close to the 
decision-makers or on "what ordinary 
people think," and cannot reveal the 
identity ofthe informers. Therefore, some 
of the ideas and conclusions presented in 
this issue may seem to be founded on 
hearsay, anecdote and personal bias. But 
such information is often the only 
harbinger of important events, especially 
in the areas of sociopolitical turmoil.  

Also the tone of the papers is very 
personal and emotional in character. But 
the reader has to keep in mind that the 
authors do not enjoy comfort of Western 
scholars and are writing about problems 
that are seriously affecting everyday lives 
and near future of their homelands and 
peoples. This emotional tone is also a 
valuable piece of information as it 
stresses the gravity of these problems. II  
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