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Zhanna Nemtsova

When asked about how his views and convictions evolved over his political career, my father, Boris Nemtsov, answered “Very little. I am a strong believer in the free market economy, freedom, and democracy.” This core message embodies my father’s political legacy. These words were not just beautiful in their content, but, in reality, these essential principles guided all of my father’s actions and undertakings, no matter what position he held—either as a statesman or as an opposition politician.

In times of so-called economic stability, boosted by incredibly high oil prices, my father was widely regarded as a spent political force, completely disconnected with the Russian version of reality. Indeed, he did not bind himself to public opinion in order to win votes, but he instead strictly kept true to his values, which is quite a rare situation in Russian politics. He even started to criticize Putin early on when the majority of politicians did not notice any potential threats coming from the Russian President. 

In his book Confessions of a Rebel, my father admits that liberal ideas are not as popular in times of prosperity. It was funny when a journalist approached him and asked, “Boris Efimovich, do you think Putin needs you?” my father then replied, “I don't care whether Putin needs me or not—our country needs me.” This is one hundred per cent true. Our country especially needs leaders like my father in such difficult periods. A number of authors of the book unveil in their essays my father’s crucial role in the transformation of the province of Nizhny Novgorod from a completely backward region, undergoing severe social and economic crises, to a democratic, dynamically developing island in the middle of a stagnating post-Soviet Russia. 

My father’s work as a governor of Nizhegorodskaya Oblast from 1991 to 1997 is often overlooked, as larger audiences know him as the most outspoken critic of Putin, since he had been in the opposition movement for more than a decade until the end of his days. In his role as governor, he managed to conduct a number of reforms, many of them in Nizhegorodskaya Oblast, pioneering small-scale privatization, truck privatization, and land reform. These exemplary reforms were expanded to a national level. Under his leadership, the province of Nizhny Novgorod entered into the top ten most attractive regions for investment.

Once again, we witnessed that Russia needed my father was when he was elected to the regional parliament of Yaroslavl region in 2013, an unprecedented and unexpected success for a politician of the so-called “roaring nineties.” He was the only independent lawmaker in the parliament who managed to push through some of his own initiatives, including the reduction of expenses for local bureaucracy and the resignation of the corrupt Deputy Governor Alexander Senin, who oversaw healthcare, specifically the procurement of medicine. My father also fought the growth of tariffs, as this growth represented the direct results of corruption. Consequentially, the vast majority of people in the region of Yaroslavl supported my father’s initiatives. 

These examples display that Russia desperately needs honest and dedicated value-orientated liberal politicians, but smear campaigns inspired by the Kremlin strongly affected their attitudes towards my father. 

His brutal murder on 27 February 2015 in front of the walls of the Kremlin—a symbolic place for the Russia psyche—has immediately made him a Russian liberal icon and a symbol of resistance for those who refuse to give up. Many Russians have already paid tribute to my father, when thousands took to streets in the March of Grief. For more than two years, volunteers have continued to support the People’s Memorial to my father on the Bolshoi Moskvoretsky Bridge—the site of the murder—despite the fact that the authorities keep trying to destroy it. In addition, the government has even decided to close the bridge for “renovation.” 

He did not enjoy praise or even constructive analysis of his work during his lifetime—especially in his last years—but at least he gets it now. I would like to thank all of the authors who contributed their essays to this book and hope that their works will provide deeper insight both into my father’s political legacy and into Russia as a whole.

 




Introduction. 
Boris Nemtsov: 
A Tragedy of Resistance

Andrey Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk

In Russian politics, Boris Nemtsov is definitely one of the most tragic figures, and not only because he was shot dead at the age of 56 in close vicinity to the locus of Russia’s power, the Kremlin. The “transparency of evil” in this specific case was shocking: Nemtsov's murder was filmed by a surveillance camera, which confirms the explicitly demonstrative and insolent character of the assassination.

This political tragedy has other dimensions too. Nemtsov was one of the few Russian politicians who—having behind him a decade-long history of public service in the 1990s—intentionally refused to integrate with the ruling elite, as many of his formerly liberal colleagues did. Among them are Sergey Kirienko (currently the deputy head of presidential administration), Anatoly Chubais (the head of Rosnano corporation), Nikita Belykh (the former governor of Kirov Oblast), Irina Khakamada (a business coach and author), and each of them has chosen to be part of the regime, presuming that their service can civilize and ennoble it. Unfortunately, even Nemtsov’s death failed to become a consolidating factor for those who constituted the first generation of democratic leaders in post-Soviet Russia. Their hopes for improving the regime largely failed. Yet, so did Nemtsov's campaigning against Kremlin-sponsored corruption and nepotism; most of his compatriots ultimately turned a blind eye to the well-recorded wrongdoings of the Kremlin only because it managed to annex Crimea, support insurgents in eastern Ukraine, and intervene in Syria.

No less tragic was the likely origin of the deadly plot against Nemtsov, as its roots are being traced in Chechnya, where Russia waged two devastating wars that Nemtsov tried to stop years ago. In 1996, he campaigned for the end of hostilities and managed to collect one million signatures for that, challenging President Yeltsin’s policy and risking his own political career. His contribution to the anti-war movement was essential, which makes the probable Chechen ties to his murder even more ominous. 

Nemtsov's death illuminated the political core of the current regime that tolerates, if not incites, extra-legal actions against those it arbitrarily considers to be “foes,” “traitors,” or members of the “fifth column.”1 Yet, this is a tragedy of the whole country, where clandestine groups can physically punish dissenters, castigate opponents, and lynch “enemies.”2 This situation is even evident with a new wave of anti-corruption protests sparked—unexpectedly for many Russia observers—in March 2017, when mass-scale demonstrations, temporarily discontinued under the impact of the post-Crimea consolidation of the ruling regime, resumed with a new strength all across the country. 

This edited volume incorporates our experiences of participating in and attending numerous several events dedicated to Boris Nemtsov, including the Nemtsov Forums in October 2016 and October 2017 in Berlin and the public discussion on Boris Nemtsov organized by the Open Estonia Foundation in Tallinn in September 2017. These events helped to integrate our analysis into a wider range of activities and discourses of people in Russia and the West who are committed not only to preserving Nemtsov’s political legacy, but also are keen on actualizing his contribution to Russian politics as a core element of political struggles in an even more complicated and troublesome environment of today’s Russia.

The death of Boris Nemtsov and its concomitant political symbolization as a major landmark in the evolution of contemporary Russia contributed to the emergence of two narratives whose roles are crucial in understanding the genealogy of the Kremlin’s rule. First, the ongoing debate on Nemtsov’s political heritage gave a powerful impulse to reconceptualize the 1990s—the decade of Nemtsov’s ascendance to the top of Russian political pyramid—as a time of hopes and “windows of opportunity” that have been gradually shrinking under Putin’s presidency and ultimately almost totally vanished. In this sense, the retrospective look at in the early 1990s Russia from the viewpoint of the documentary film “Nemtsov,” shot by Vladimir Kara-Murza, is mostly about new chances and possibilities that the fall of the Soviet Union opened to Russia, and almost unique opportunities for democratic forces to turn the country into a European democracy. This narrative drastically differs from the mainstream discourse widely propagated by the Moscow officialdom that prefers to interpret the 1990s as a decade of economic and moral decay, corruption, “wild capitalism” and dependence on the West, all of which are viewed as being detrimental to the Russian nation. Yet for the Nemtsov generation of young urban professionals, who are well-educated and who express their views rather than escape in a post-political world of technocracy and de-ideologization, the story of the post-Soviet Russia looks different from the Kremlin version. This might be a story of steadily curtailing democratic freedoms and human rights for the sake of hyper-centralization and reification of imperial instincts, rather than that one of a country “rising from its knees”. With all its divisive potential, the attitude to the 1990s will remain a major political marker in Russia in the years to come.

Secondly, Nemtsov’s murder and the ensuing events—from Putin’s awkward remark, “It is far from certain that he should have been killed”3 to the regular attempts of the Moscow municipal authorities to remove mountains of flowers from the place of assassination—reveal a lot about the political system in Russia. The mostly informal rules established by Putin’s regime make the expression of basic signs of respect, compassion and condolence (such as giving an interview about Nemtsov or immortalizing his memory in a plaque) acts of exceptional political courage. We do know that it is only a minority in Russia that is capable of these acts of courage, which makes them even more valuable. 

At the intersection of these two narratives—re-signifying the years of Yeltsin’s presidency and Nemtsov’s governorship in Nizhny Novgorod as a decade of new openings, innovations, and experimentations, and exposing the Putin regime as deeply authoritarian and insecure—Boris Nemtsov himself features as a politician whose approaches are destined to remain relevant years after his death. His electoral appeal to young generation of Russians—analyzed in this volume by Henry Hale—becomes even more topical in light of new waves of protests that in 2017 brought to the streets the generation of those who have not seen any other model of leadership apart from Putinism. Nemtsov’s vehement campaigning against Russia’s support and encouragement of anti-government insurgents in Donbas—which is a central part of Katerina Smagliy’s analysis in this book—remains critically important not only for Ukraine, but also for Russia and the whole Europe. In this sense, Nemtsov’s voice today would definitely endorse those who support sanctions against the Kremlin, which remain one of the most effective tools the United States and the European Union can use to deter and contain Russia. Today Nemtsov would have strengthened those voices in Russia that view sport mega-events, including the upcoming 2018 FIFA World Cup, not as the manifestations of Russia’s greatness, but as the evidence of misappropriation of public funds by the top government officials and connected to them corporations. This is examined in greater detail on the example of the Sochi Winter Olympics 2014 in the chapter by Andrey Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk. 

Being fully cognizant of the predominantly politically driven and highly affective discourse on Boris Nemtsov, in this volume we tried to approach it from a more analytical perspective. It was our main challenge to start thinking and speaking about Nemtsov, applying vocabularies of comparative politics, sociology, and international relations. We tried to avoid politically biased appraisals of Nemtsov’s life and career. Yet, in addition to academic chapters, this volume also includes colorful personal notes and reflections. We wanted to present to the readers a palette of diverse assessments of Nemtsov’s personality by people for whom he was one of the leading figures in their research on Russia’s post-Soviet transformation (for example, see the chapter of Vladimir Gelman and Sharon Rivera). We also gave space to those—mostly Western—experts who had personal experiences of either living or travelling to Nizhny Novgorod, when it was governed by Nemtsov (Stefan Meister, Howard Wiarda, and Andre Mommen). The plurality of opinions collected in this volume corresponds with we hope Nemtsov’s rich political legacy that will always be duly remembered. 
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Nemtsov: A Variety of Perspectives

Vladimir V. Kara-Murza, David J. Kramer, Miguel V. Liñán, Stefan Meister, Dmitry Mitin, Alla Kassianova, Yulia Kurnyshova

Boris Nemtsov: 
From Kremlin Heir to Dissident

Vladimir V. Kara-Murza

Throughout his political life, Boris Nemtsov was a maverick, a “white crow,” as we say in Russian, always choosing principles over political expediency—as when he took on the Communist establishment in the last Soviet elections (and won); when, as governor, he shepherded his Nizhny Novgorod region onto the path of liberal and free market reforms; when, as deputy prime minister of Russia, he challenged the all-powerful “oligarchs” and the system of political nepotism they represented. But it was the rise to power of Vladimir Putin and the solidification of his authoritarian regime that proved Nemtsov to be almost unique among Russian politicians—including those who styled themselves as “democrats” but quickly adapted to new political realities, accepting lush positions in government and state corporations—in staying true to his beliefs, regardless of the risk.

Putin’s arrival in the Kremlin in December 1999 coincided with Nemtsov’s election to Parliament in what was (to date) the last genuinely competitive election for the Russian Duma. From the very start, Nemtsov was suspicious of the motives of the former KGB operative and, unlike other leaders of the liberal SPS party, did not back Putin in the 2000 presidential election, voting instead for Grigory Yavlinsky. In the Duma, Nemtsov quickly emerged as a leader of the parliamentary opposition, vocally challenging Putin’s Kremlin on such issues as the reinstatement of the Soviet national anthem, the closure of independent television networks, heavy-handed tactics during the Nord Ost hostage crisis, and the politically motivated arrest of oil magnate Mikhail Khodorkovsky. 

As parliamentary politics in Russia fell victim to the Kremlin’s authoritarian consolidation, and as the heavily manipulated elections in 2003 and 2007 purged the State Duma of opposing and independent voices, Nemtsov found himself in a new role—that of a leading dissident in an increasingly repressive and intolerant system. He did not shun this role, accepting it as necessary for upholding his views and his aspirations for a democratic Russia against an emerging dictatorship. “I have decided… that I will continue this fight,” Nemtsov told Novaya Gazeta. “They [the authorities] want to destroy my country, they are doing great damage to Russia, they are acting against Russia’s interests. And we must have people in our country who are not afraid to tell the truth.”1 With the parliamentary and electoral route closed, and television off-limits to him because of a blacklist imposed by the Kremlin, Nemtsov used what avenues he could to deliver his message. He became a regular participant in street protests, frequently arrested and thrown in detention cells, once spending the Christmas holidays in near-torturous conditions in police detention after taking part in a peaceful rally in support of the freedom of assembly. A firm believer that political and civic enlightenment will, in the end, break down the barriers of dictatorship, he published reports detailing the corruption and abuse of power by the Putin regime and presenting facts suppressed by government propaganda.2 A poll taken by the Levada Center in 2015 showed that 11 per cent of Russians (and 19 per cent of Muscovites) were aware of the substance of Nemtsov’s exposés—a remarkably high figure given the pervasive media censorship.3 Using his high profile and his influence in the Western political world, Nemtsov vigorously campaigned for the successful passage of the U.S. Magnitsky Act that imposed targeted sanctions on Kremlin-connected human rights abusers, introducing an important measure of accountability. In Russia’s traditionally fragmented pro-democracy movement, Nemtsov managed to bring together a wide coalition, Solidarity, that would play a key organizing role in the winter protests of 2011–2012. During those rallies, which brought tens of thousands of people to the streets of Moscow after a rigged parliamentary election—Russia’s largest pro-democracy protests since 1991—Nemtsov’s voice was one of the loudest. “They have proven that they are a party of crooks and thieves,” he told the 100,000-strong crowd in Bolotnaya Square on 10 December 2011, echoing Aleksei Navalny’s famous line. “We must prove that we are a proud and free nation.”4

Nemtsov genuinely liked people, and they liked him in return. He could as easily communicate with high-ranking foreign dignitaries as with a pensioner babushka or a local market salesman. A former governor, parliamentary leader, and deputy prime minister, once an heir apparent to the Russian presidency, who had seen the heights of power and privilege, Nemtsov did not shy away from handing out leaflets in the streets and in metro stations, or personally canvassing voters in door-to-door meetings, as he did during his last election campaign in Yaroslavl in 2013. It was a campaign he won, despite the customary media blackout and administrative pressure: the list of the People’s Freedom Party headed by Nemtsov passed the threshold required for representation in the Regional Duma, winning him his first legislative seat in a decade. With this comeback, it seemed the corner had been turned. Nemtsov, the sole opposition legislator in a 50-strong chamber, used his mandate to successfully challenge corrupt officials in Yaroslavl, forcing high-profile resignations and refuting the Russian proverb that “one on a battlefield is not a warrior.” He was planning to run for the State Duma in Yaroslavl in 2016, and his chances of success—despite the absence of a level playing field—were not insignificant. The return of Boris Nemtsov to the Russian parliament was surely not a welcome prospect for the Kremlin.

The last year of Nemtsov’s life was marked by opposition to the war the Kremlin had unleashed on Ukraine after mass protests there toppled a corrupt and authoritarian president, Viktor Yanukovych. This was an analogy too close to home for Vladimir Putin. Nemtsov was firm and persistent in his criticism of Putin’s annexation of Crimea and his proxy war in the Donbas region. “The war against Ukraine is a crime,” he wrote in August 2014. “It is not our war. It is Putin’s war for his power and his money.”5 For his position, he was vilified by the Kremlin’s propaganda machine and denounced as a “traitor.” In September 2014, Nemtsov led a 50,000-strong Peace March through the streets of central Moscow. Another antiwar rally was planned for 1 March 2015; Nemtsov also began work on a new report—this time, on Putin’s war against Ukraine. As always, he believed that the Russian people deserved to know the truth.

He also believed that, for all the repression and propaganda, Putin’s regime would eventually succumb to the forces of history, and that Russia would return to a democratic path. “When people hear the truth, those 86 per cent [Putin’s official poll numbers] will fall apart. This is why… we are not allowed on television,” Nemtsov said in his last interview on Ekho Moskvy radio, hours before he was assassinated in front of the Kremlin. “Because once people realize that everything… is built on lies, this regime will crumble to dust.”6 Just as Boris Nemtsov believed, one day Russia will be free from authoritarian rule. And, although he has not lived to see that day, his contribution to Russian democracy will have been one of the most important.


1  	Elena Masiuk, “Boris Nemtsov: Oni ne smogut zastavit’ menia zamolchat’, prosto ne smogut,” Novaya Gazeta, 2 March 2015, http://www.novayaga
zeta.ru/politics/67457.html (as of 1 September 2017)

2  	See, for example, the report “Putin. Results,” http://www.putin-itogi.ru (as of 1 September 2017)

3  	“Boris Nemtsov,” Levada Center, 18 March 2015, http://www.lev
ada.ru/old/18-03-2015/boris-nemtsov.

4  	Boris Nemtsov, Speech on Bolotnaya Square, 10 December 2011, https://ww
w.youtube.com/watch?v=x74T19np_28 (as of 29 August 2017) 

5  	Boris Nemtsov, “To soldiers of the Russian Armed Forces,” Ekho Moskvy, 29 August 2014, http://echo.msk.ru/blog/nemtsov_boris/1389578-echo/ (as of 29 August 2017)

6  	Boris Nemtsov, “Vesennee vozrozhdenie: vernyotsya li oppozitsiya v politicheskoe pole?,” Interview, Ekho Moskvy, 27 February 2015, http:/
/echo.msk.ru/programs/year2015/1500184-echo (as of 29 August 2017)




Boris Nemtsov: 
A True Russian Patriot

David J. Kramer

It is hard to believe that a year has gone by since Boris Nemtsov was shot and killed just yards from the Kremlin walls. Boris’ assassination reminded us that Russian critics and opponents of the Putin regime face significant danger, whether they live and stay in Russia or emigrate to seemingly safer places overseas (see Alexander Litvinenko, poisoned in London in 2006). Boris chose to stay and fight for what he believed was right. He felt it his patriotic duty and responsibility to shine a light on the abuses and outrages of the Putin clique. And for that he paid the ultimate price. 

Few people were as outspoken and courageous as Boris, a true Russian patriot who sought the best for his country. Boris believed that Russia had taken a seriously wrong turn under the reign of Vladimir Putin, and he regularly criticized the policies and authoritarianism that he felt were threatening his country’s future. He sought to expose the corruption and wrongdoings of the Putin regime and issued regular reports, whether on the Sochi Olympics or Putin’s palaces, revealing how rotten and kleptocratic the regime had become. 

At the time of his murder, Boris was working on a report, “Putin. War”, on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Thanks to a number of Boris’ friends and colleagues who bravely filled the void, the report was released, albeit posthumously for Boris, to expose the involvement of Russian forces fighting in Ukraine, the extent of Russian casualties, the economic and financial costs of the war for Russia, and the role of forces sent by Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. It is not clear whether Boris’ plans to issue the report played a role in his murder, but the possibility certainly cannot be ruled out. Despite repeated warnings that he was risking the ire of the Kremlin, Boris was determined to do what he believed was right. It is heartening to see other Russian patriots determined to bring his unfinished work to fruition, a fitting tribute to Boris’ tireless efforts.

One of the issues Boris believed in passionately was the Sergei Magnitsky Rule of Law and Accountability Act, which the U.S. Congress passed in 2012 and President Obama signed into law that December. On numerous occasions, Boris stressed that this legislation was not anti-Russian, but in fact was pro-Russian because it targeted individuals who engaged in gross human rights abuses, including the murder of the lawyer Sergei Magnitsky. There was no better spokesman than Boris to counter nefarious Kremlin propaganda painting the Magnitsky Act as anti-Russian. In the absence of justice inside Russia, Boris believed, the Magnitsky Act was the next best thing to providing some element of accountability. Because it targeted individuals, not the country, if people did not engage in human rights abuses, they had nothing to fear from being sanctioned through a visa ban and asset freeze. 

Despite considerable risk back home, Boris became an active advocate for the legislation, meeting in Washington with Members of Congress and their staffs. Boris knew that going after a corrupt, abusive Russian official’s ability to travel to the United States and his ill-gotten gains was risky to his own safety. But he believed it was the right thing to do, and no risk would dissuade him from pursuing justice.

Along with others, he and I on several occasions pushed publicly for the Magnitsky legislation, and it was clear to me that Boris’ advocacy made a big difference. He had an excellent reputation among Senators and Representatives, and his cogent presentations convinced Members that voting for the Act was the best way to press for rule of law and accountability in his homeland.

Throughout the years, I appeared several times with Boris on panels and at meetings, including the rollout in Washington of his report, “Winter Olympics in the Sub-Tropics: Corruption and Abuse in Sochi,” which detailed allegations of rampant corruption in preparation for the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics. I last saw him in Sweden at an annual gathering on Visby Island in October 2014, four months before his murder. He was his usual ebullient self, with great insights into what was happening in his country and what should be done about it. He was an eternal optimist and believed that his struggle for human rights, rule of law, and a better life in Russia would pay off eventually. 

On several occasions, Boris would raise with me cases of friends and colleagues who faced considerable danger and risk inside Russia and needed help. He was always looking out for others. I was at that time president of Freedom House, which had a program that could provide emergency assistance to such individuals. In retrospect, I wish Boris had availed himself of such emergency assistance, for had he done so—and had I pushed him to do so—he might still be alive today. 

Some observers write off Boris, saying he had little support among average Russians. And yet doing the right thing when the government and its stooges in the media relentlessly attack you and the population seemingly ignores you makes Boris’ struggle even more impressive. 

Putin, whether he was directly behind the murder of Nemtsov or not, created the environment in Russia that condones, if not encourages, violence against anyone bold enough to speak out. Russian critics of the Kremlin are demonized, part of a “fifth column” or enemy of the state seeking to overthrow the government. Nationwide television, controlled by the Kremlin, paints a bull’s eye on them. Thus, Putin, in my view, bears ultimate responsibility for Boris’ assassination. 

One of the most important ways to remember Boris is to demonstrate solidarity with Russian democracy and human rights activists who understand the threat posed by Putin’s authoritarianism to their pursuit of a better future. Writing them off as insignificant, or writing off Russia as a hopeless country, would be a betrayal of the cause Boris fought for and, in the end, for which he sacrificed his life. 
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