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Putin and the Oligarchs

RICHARD SAKWA

During the election campaign and in his State of the Nation address of 8 July 2000,
President Vladimir Putin talked of the need to break the cosy relationship between
big business and government. In early 2000 Putin had talked, in language reminis-
cent of Joseph Stalin’s plan in 1929 to ‘liquidate the kulaks as a class’, of his
aspiration to ‘l1qu1date the oligarchs as a class’, stressing the need to create a
level playing field." His central idea was that special interests, above all the
oligarchs, should be kept ‘equidistant’ from the government.” No longer were a
select group of ‘oligarchs’ to have privileged access to the corridors of power
or to hold the state hostage whenever the regime needed financial or other
support. Putin’s approach is neatly summed up in his interview with the
Spanish media in early 2006:

Back in the mid-1990s oligarchic groups substituted for govern-
ment in Russia. They were elected to parliament and lobbied
laws beneficial for specific financial and industrial groups instead
of the society. They also ensured fulfilment of these laws through
their representatives in high places. I do not think this meets the
public interest.”

The empirical analysis is probably correct, yet the policy implications that emerge
out of such a view had wide ramifications. In this essay we will focus on three. The
first was a series of selective attacks against certain major business figures, notably
Vladimir Gusinsky at the head of the Media-Most media concern and Mikhail
Khodorkovsky at the head of the Yukos oil company. The manner of the attack
undermined the independence of the media and the judiciary. The second is the
development of a new model of political economy, in which the state reasserted
not only its alleged prerogatives over economic policy, pipeline routes and the
like, but challenged the inviolability of property rights as a whole to create a
state corporatist system in certain sectors. Third, Putin’s reassertion of state pre-
rogatives raised fundamental questions about the sources of social power and
nature of political power in Russia. While Putin repudiated the ability of certain
oligarchs to exercise class power over the state, he also challenged the autonomy
of the nascent bourgeoisie as a whole. In so doing, he reinforced those who sought
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