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Whether through a stroke of pure political genius or sheer good luck, President Vladimir
Putin's Crimea venture and his response to the Maidan uprising in Kiev have helped stave off,
at least for now, a potentially formidable challenge to his rule: the merger of the liberal
and nationalist agendas.

The dramatic events in Kiev have shown what it takes to topple an entrenched post-Soviet
autocracy practicing state capture and perpetuating its rule through repression, electoral
manipulation and propaganda.

Former President Viktor Yanukovych's kleptocracy crumbled when it encountered a broad
national liberation movement demanding an accountable government, equal justice, an end
to government corruption and freedom of speech and assembly. This agenda is shared by the
two political currents driving the movement — pro-Western liberals and conservative
Ukrainian nationalists, united behind the idea of building a modern, European Ukrainian
state. What brought them together was the vision of Ukraine's future in Europe, jettisoned
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by Yanukovych and their total rejection of Putin's Eurasian Union.

It is around a similar vision of Russia as a modern European state with government
accountability, honest elections, rule of law and democratic freedoms that the post-Soviet
generation of liberals and nationalists started to coalesce in mid-2013 during Alexei Navalny's
spectacular campaign for Moscow mayor. Navalny mastered an almost seamless fusion of the
new liberal and nationalist agendas.

A new version of Russian nationalism was emerging — focused more on Russia's
modernization than on imperial glory. This nationalist force strongly opposed Putin's
Eurasian project, seeing Russia's destiny as a European democracy, not a Eurasian satrapy.
The new nationalism was strongly anti-Putin, rejecting, along with liberals, the moral
and ideological underpinnings of Putin's system.

Crimea changed all that. The new generation of nationalists could not help but endorse
Putin's actions to bring back Russia's historic lands, proving that imperialism trumps civic
patriotism in Russia. The liberals largely denounced the move against Ukraine. Moscow's
portrayal of Maidan as a fascist coup coupled with an intense demonization of the European
Union works to destroy the unifying idea of a European Russian state. The emerging coalition
floundered.

It is not clear whether Putin has hijacked the new Russian nationalism for good. But for now,
he killed their alliance with liberals and eliminated a Kiev-style challenge to his rule.
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