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This year out of the four-hour-and-20-minute press conference that President Vladimir
Putin conducted, journalists and commentators focused on one section that they called
ambiguous. That got my attention, since “ambiguous” is the linguistic equivalent of honey to
a bear.

The bit began when Yelena Glushakova at RIA Novosti asked three questions. The first was
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about the Constitution: “Has the time come for changes to the Constitution?” The second was
what she called “political”’: “In a few days you will be 'at the helm' for 20 years. What do you

think — is there again [as with the Constitution] a need to introduce some changes? That is, is
it possible, say, to redistribute the powers of the parliament, cabinet and even the president?”

The third question was whether or not Russia had a competitive political environment.

That set-up — entirely innocent and unscripted, I’m sure — let Vladimir Vladimirovich make
some interesting comments. Concerning the Constitution, he said that although it was a
“living instrument [of governance]” he didn’t think it should be entirely scrapped and a new
one written, especially the first part that concerns fundamental values. Those, he said, were
“sacrosanct.”

But the rest was more or less up for grabs. He said this about the Constitution: “Bcé
OCTaJIbHOE, B IPUHIJUIIE, TaK WIN NHAaue MeHSITh MO>KHO. §I 3Hat0, KOHEUHO, 0 TeX
IVCKYCCUSIX, KOTOpbIe Ha 3TOT CYET UJYT, S UX BUIKY, CJIBIIY. Sl TOHUMAIO JIOTUKY TeX, KTO
rpeqsiaraeT 3TU Beljy. CBSI3aHO 9TO KaK pa3 C BO3MO>KHBIM pacIIpeHreM IIpaB
MapjlaMeHTa, C HEKOTOPBIM M3MeHeHNeM IIPePOraTUB U NPe3U/IeHTa, 1 ITPaBUTeNbCcTBa. Ho
3TO BCE MO>KHO JIeJIaTh TOJIHKO I10CJIe XOPOIIel MOATOTOBKU U ITTyOOKOM TUCKYCCUU B
ob1iecTBe, HO 0OUeHb akKypaTHO.” (In principle, the rest can be changed in one way or
another. Of course, I know about the ongoing discussions about this — I see and hear them. I
understand the logic of the people who are proposing these things. It is connected with the
possible expansion of the rights of parliament, with some changes to the prerogatives of both
the president and cabinet. But all this ought to be done only after really serious preparatory
work and a wide-ranging discussion in society — and with very great care.)

And then he got down to the issue of the presidency: YTo KacaeTcsi Ipe>RHUX NU3MEHEHU.
OHU OBUTH, HACKOJIBKO MHE U3BECTHO, CBSI3aHBI C KOJIMYECTBOM CPOKOB. YTO MO>KHO OBLTIO
OBI CIIe/TaTh, YTO KACAETCsI 3ITUX CPOKOB? OTMEHUTH OTOBOPKY «IIOAPSII». Y HAC IBa CPOKA
TIOAPSZ, Balll TOKOPHBIN C/Iyra JBa CpOKa OTCITY>KUJ, [IOTOM YIIIEN C 3TOM JJOKHOCTH U
“MeJl KOHCTUTYLIMOHHOE IIPaBO BEPHYTHCS Ha JJOJDKHOCTD [IPe3UJeHTa, IOTOMY YTO 3TO
OBLI0 Y>Ke He JIBa CPOKa No/psifi. OHa HEKOTOPBIX HAIIIMX ITOJIMTOJIOTOB, 00IIeCTBEHHBIX
nmesiTeney cMmyiraeT. Mos>KHO Ob110 661 €€ 0TMeHUTD, HaBepHoe. (And then about the previous
changes. They were, as far as I know, connected with the number of terms. What could be
done with regard to those terms? Get rid of the stipulation “consecutive.” We have two
consecutive terms, and your humble servant served two terms, then left that post and had the
constitutional right to return to the post of the presidency because it was no longer two
consecutive terms. That [stipulation] bothers some of our political scientists and public
figures. It could probably be abolished, I guess.”

And then this: EcTb KaKre-TO Jpyrye BOIIPOCHI, HO OHU HOCSIT y3Ke 60j1ee BKYCOBOM
xapakTep. (There are some other issues, too, but they are more questions of taste.)

And as far as political competition goes: Y Hac 3aperucTprpoBaHbl 54 IapTHUM, YETHIPE U3
HUX HaXOJSITCSI, II0-MO€EMY, B COCTOSIHUY JIMKBUJAIIUU, HO 50 — 3TO y>Ke HOPMAJIbHO, 12 U3
HUX JIEUCTBYIOT Ha defiepaTbHOM YPOBHe. §I CUMTal0, YTO 3TO BIIOJIHE COOTBETCTBYET
Tpeb6OBaHUSIM, CBSI3aHHBIM C ITOIUTUYECKON KOHKYypeHImel. (We’ve got 54 registered
parties, although I think four of them are being closed out, but 50 is just fine, and 12 of them



are nationwide parties. I think that completely meets the need for political competition.)

Strictly speaking, there is nothing linguistically ambiguous in what he says — it’s all very
precisely stated, including his comment that the presidency could be limited to two terms.

But it’s not at all clear what he is referring to. What changes in the Constitution are being
discussed? How might the various prerogatives and rights of the three institutions —
parliament, cabinet and presidency — be redistributed? What are “these things” that are
being proposed? If the presidency is limited to two terms, when would that start? What other
positions might be created?

And for me the most intriguing: What are those other issues that are ultimately just “a matter
of taste”?

Inquiring minds want to know.

In the meantime, I wouldn’t lose too much sleep over it. It will happen when — and if — it
happens. Heck, I’m still waiting for that mpopsiB (breakthrough) that has been promised for
decades.

And now back to my regularly scheduled vacation.
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