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Wake Forest University 
POL 232. Politics in Russia and Eastern Europe 

Spring 2025 
 
Instructor: Adam Lenton 
Time: Wednesdays & Fridays 3:30-4:45pm 
Location: Kirby 109 
Office: Kirby 311 

Drop-in hours: Wednesday 9:00-11:00am, Friday 
9:30-11:00am, or by appointment 

Email: lentona@wfu.edu 

 
Three decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the future of Russia and Eastern Europe 
looks more fraught than ever. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 transformed 
its relations with its neighbors and the West while intensifying already-existing global challenges 
and conflicts. This course provides a comprehensive introduction to Russia’s domestic and 
foreign politics and places these in comparative context with selected case studies in Eastern 
Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia. Students will engage with a wide range of materials, 
including declassified documents, films, TV shows, local media, and music, to gain a deeper 
understanding of political developments in the region. 
 
The course begins by examining the region’s historical context, paying close attention to legacies 
from the imperial and Soviet periods. We will then examine how the collapse of communism 
shaped regime transformation in Russia under Yeltsin and Putin, as well as how key institutions 
such as the legislative branch, political parties, and elections function under autocracy. We will 
also explore how society shapes the regime, ranging from protests and opposition movements to 
ideology, nationalism, and religion, including the role of Russia’s regions and ethnic minorities in 
broader Russian political developments. 
 
The final part of the course examines Russian politics in comparative and regional perspective. 
First, we will explore how Russian foreign policy is evolving in the wake of the Russia-Ukraine 
War, from ruptures in Russia’s relations with the West to Russia’s relations with major non-
Western powers such as China and India. Finally, we will explore the challenges of transition, 
democratization, and conflict in a select number of countries of the former Soviet Union: Ukraine, 
Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan.  
 

Learning Objectives: 
 

1. Be able to describe, explain, and critically analyze the evolution of political systems in 
Russia and the former Soviet Union.  

2. Identify, compare, and assess different scholarly perspectives and viewpoints on key 
developments in the region.  

3. Build practical skills of identifying and using a range of sources to analyze the region. 
4. Develop writing, research, and presentation skills. 
5. Become a more informed consumer of news and analysis about Russia and the former 

Soviet Union. 
 

mailto:lentona@wfu.edu
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About me: Welcome! I’m looking forward to working with you this semester. I 
came to Wake Forest after completing my Ph.D. in political science from 
George Washington University. My research focuses on nationalism, security, 
and political development in Russia and the former Soviet Union.  
 
Prior to moving to the United States, I double majored in political science and 
Russian at the University of Exeter in the UK. I’ve spent over three years living 
in Russia, traveling the region extensively and completing a dual master’s degree 
in international relations at Sciences Po Paris and the Moscow State Institute of 
International Relations.  
 
These experiences shaped my approach to teaching about the region. There 

are three key themes I prioritize in this class. The first is that I strongly believe that we can learn a lot 
about Russian politics by looking at popular culture – movies, TV shows, music, and even internet memes. 
While it’s not a replacement for traditional scholarship or analysis, popular culture can bring us closer to 
the pulse of Russian society. The second is that I highly value the use of primary sources. Even during this 
period of prolonged conflict with Russia there remains a wealth of high-quality and openly available 
primary sources and data we can use to study the region. They can help to cut through a lot of noise and 
get as close to the truth as possible, and so many of our assignments are designed around curating, 
analyzing, and synthesizing insights from primary sources. The final theme is the importance of history and 
empire. It was not by chance that Russia became the world’s largest country: it was – and in some ways 
still is – an empire. And to fully understand empire we need to not only look at politics from the 
metropole of the Kremlin in Moscow, but from the peripheries – both from countries neighboring Russia 
as well as the diverse regions within the Russian Federation today. 
 
[Photo taken at Chernobyl nuclear power plant, Ukraine, with a friendly dog called “Reactor Number 4”. The few 
remaining scientists working there named her after the infamous reactor in the background.] 
  
 

Class Format and Requirements: 
 
This class meets twice a week in-person for 1 hour and 15 minutes. Classes typically consist of a 
mixture of lecture and discussion, as well as occasional practical exercises using sources and 
engagement with media covering the region. 
 

Time Commitment: 
 
Students are expected to work independently on average for two hours for each hour spent in the 
classroom. This means that in addition to our scheduled meetings you should expect to spend 
approximately five hours per week working outside of the classroom, such as reading assigned 
texts, reviewing material covered, and working on your assignments. Bear in mind that this is just 
an estimate and will depend on the other classes you are taking as well as the time of the semester. 
I recommend that you consult the Workload Estimator compiled by WFU’s Center for the 
Advancement of Teaching when planning your schedule.  
 
 

 

https://cat.wfu.edu/resources/workload2/
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Course Requirements and Grading: 
 

• Short quizzes and reading questions (20%): Keeping ahead of the assigned materials is key 
to acquiring confidence in analyzing Russian politics and is important for success in this 
course. To this end, there will be at least 8 short in-class quizzes randomly assigned 
throughout the semester at the end of class. These will typically consist of a handful of 
multiple-choice or short answer questions covering the class content and the required 
materials for that day.  

 
About the quizzes: The quizzes are designed with two goals in mind. First, regular 
quizzes have been proven to enhance learning outcomes by incentivizing 
consistent preparation and strengthening long-term retention. Second, they help 
me as an instructor to gauge student progress, ideas, and reflections. 
 
The quizzes are not designed to be high-stakes or onerous. Active preparation and 
engagement in class are sufficient to achieve high scores on the quizzes (on this, 
see “Expectations for reading and class preparation”). 
 
The fine print: 
- Students must take at least 6 quizzes. For each quiz taken beyond the 6th I will 

drop the lowest quiz score.  
- Students who are absent may take the quiz later that week or the following 

week only in the case of a documented absence for that day (illness, university-
sponsored events, religious holidays, family emergency). In these instances, 
students are responsible for reaching out and providing necessary 
documentation for rescheduling the quiz. 

- Students with learning accommodations for testing are welcome to take the 
quizzes during office hours that week or the following week.    

 
Reading questions: in addition to the quizzes, students are welcome to submit the week’s 
reading questions (provided as handouts & uploaded to Canvas by the instructor) at the 
end of Friday’s class (beginning from 2/28, up to and including the last day of class on 
4/25): 

- For each submission, students will receive up to 1% full credit for this portion 
of the course.  

- Full credit will be awarded for thorough and accurate answers that reflect 
excellent advance preparation for classes.  

- Reading questions will only be accepted as hard copies in class. Students are 
welcome to work on the questions digitally but should come to Friday’s class 
with a printed copy for submission. 

- Submitting reading questions is optional but recommended. If students submit 
all 8 weeks’ worth of reading questions, this will amount to up to 8% full credit, 
with the remaining quizzes making up the remainder of this portion of the grade 
(a minimum of 12%). 
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• Practical research assignment (12.5%): To build hands-on skills researching and analyzing 
the region, students will complete a practical research assignment aimed at developing 
confidence in curating and analyzing original sources related to Russian politics in the 
1990s. These sources include declassified and archival documents, memoirs, and 
newspapers. Detailed instructions and required sources will be provided by the instructor. 
No outside research is required for this assignment.  
 

• News report and presentation (12.5%): In groups of 2, students will spend a week closely 
monitoring current events in Russia, using a variety of local and international sources to 
get beyond the headlines and identify important and interesting stories as they emerge. 
The purpose of this is to develop skills in producing real-time analysis and deciding how 
to concisely convey these findings to an audience. Students will produce a short report 
(maximum 2 pages) plus an accompanying 5-minute presentation to be delivered at the 
beginning of class. Detailed instructions and suggested sources will be provided by the 
instructor. 
 

• Film reviews (10%): The syllabus contains several films, documentaries, and series for 
each week, some of which we will watch part of in class. Over the course of the semester, 
students should select two films/documentaries/series to watch at home. For each 
film/documentary/series, students should submit an op-ed style review of up to 1000 
words. The first must be from the first half of the semester and will be due by March 16, 
while the second must be from materials after spring break and will be due by May 9. 
Students are welcome to submit their reviews earlier, however. The review should 
describe the film as well as offer reflections upon its connections to that week’s topic, 
assigned materials, and Russian/East European politics more broadly. More detailed 
instructions will be provided in a separate handout. 
 

• Research project (20%): Each student will produce a final project for the course on a topic 
of their choice, due by Friday, May 9 at 11:59PM. This project is intended to be a 
standalone piece that showcases students’ ability to use their knowledge of the region in 
academic or journalistic spheres. As such, there are three broad tracks available: an 
academic research paper, a podcast, or a long-form journalistic report. I will consult with 
you individually to help you identify a topic and approach that interests you. More detailed 
instructions will be provided in separate handouts. 

 
• Final exam (20%): Final, cumulative exam consisting of multiple choice and short 

answer questions covering the course (required and in-class materials plus lecture slides) 
to be held on Monday, May 5 at 2PM. 
 

• Attendance (5%): Students are permitted two unexcused absences during the semester. 
Each additional absence will incur a one percentage-point penalty from this portion of the 
grade (i.e., 3 unexcused absences will mean the attendance grade will be capped at 4 out 
of 5%). 
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Grading Policy 
 

I consider grades in the B range to be good and in line with expectations for this course. B+ 
refers to work that fulfills all the requirements of a given assignment and does so well. Grades of 
A- and A are reserved for truly outstanding work. The grading scale for this course is as follows: 
 
A 92 – 100 
A- 90-91 
B+ 88-89 
B 82-87 

B- 80-81 
C+ 78-79 
C 72-77 
C- 70-71 

D+ 68-69 
D 62-67 
D- 60-61 
F 59 and below
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Schedule* 
 

*Please note that this syllabus is a living document. Expect to see some tweaks here and there as the semester goes on. Current 
events, our in-class discussions, or student preferences are all good reasons to go down paths otherwise not planned when 
initially coming up with the syllabus. I will email you in advance in case of any changes. 

 
Week 1 
 

January 15 – Where are we now? 
 
In-class materials: 

 Syllabus 
 

Unit 1: History 
 

January 17 – Imperial foundations of the Russian state 
 
Required materials: 

 Henry Hale, Patronal Politics: Eurasian Regime Dynamics in Comparative Perspective, (Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), pp. 19-22, 39-47. [13] 

 Adam Lenton et al., Decolonizing Russia? Disentangling Debates (Cambridge Elements, forthcoming), 
Chapter 1, “Identity and empire in Russian History.” [13] 
 

Supplementary materials: 
 Andrei Tsygankov, The Strong State in Russia: Development and Crisis (Oxford University Press, 2014), 

Chapter 2, “The Roots of the Russian State: Autocracy,” pp. 11-25. [15] 
 

Week 2 
 

January 22 – No class (instructor absent) 
 

January 24 – The Soviet Union I: 1917-1953 
 
Required materials: 

 Hale, Patronal Politics, pp. 47-54. [7] 
 “Uncommon Knowledge: Part 1: Stephen Kotkin on Stalin’s Rise to Power,” Hoover Institution, October 6, 

2015, 7, 2018. Available at: https://youtu.be/3MzPzfEVjNE?si=nHXey_qfw4Z2OZSc [33 minutes] 
 “Uncommon Knowledge: Part 2: Stephen Kotkin discusses Stalin’s consolidation of power,” Hoover 

Institution, October 13, 2015. Available at: https://youtu.be/eZ9KCG0KO4U?si=O2nAa2CnOlAQc494 
[30 minutes] 

 
In-class materials: 

 “Kolyma - Birthplace of Our Fear,” vDud’, April 23, 2019. Available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oo1WouI38rQ. [Russian with English subtitles] [2h 13m] 

 

https://youtu.be/3MzPzfEVjNE?si=nHXey_qfw4Z2OZSc
https://youtu.be/eZ9KCG0KO4U?si=O2nAa2CnOlAQc494


Updated on 4/15/2025 

7 
 

Notes: The presenter, Yuri Dud’, is a journalist, blogger, and a major figure on Russian YouTube. He became 
well known for his long-form interviews with celebrities and politicians, as well as feature-length documentaries 
on issues of Russian and Soviet history. This film takes us through a part of the Russian Far East – the “road of 
bones” - where tens of thousands of prisoners were sent to the work camps of Stalin’s Gulag. It’s part 
travelogue, part documentary, and partly an argument about the role played by fear – specifically from the 
Soviet period – in post-Soviet society. 

 
Supplementary materials: 

 Burnt by the Sun, dir. Nikita Mikhalkov. 1994. [2h 15m] 
 

Notes: Burnt by the Sun won the Oscar for best international film that year, and it was well-received both in Russia 
and abroad. It’s about the Stalinist purges of the 1930s. Mikhalkov has since become an unabashed Russian 
nationalist and firm supporter of the war in Ukraine. This may seem in tension with his strident criticism of the 
Soviet Union, but it’s quite a common trend for more conservative Russian nationalists.  

 
Week 3 
 
 

January 29 – The Soviet Union II: 1953-1985 
 
Required materials: 

 Botakoz Kassymbekova and Erica Marat, “Time to Question Russia’s Imperial Innocence,” PONARS 
Eurasia Policy Memos, no. 771. Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/time-to-question-russias-
imperial-innocence/. [5] 

 Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, The Red Mirror (Oxford University Press, 2021), chapter 3, “Shared Mental 
Models of the Late Soviet Period”, pp. 53-78. [26] 

 
In-class materials: 

 Boy’s Word: Blood on the Asphalt, dir. Zhora Kryzhovnikov. 2023. [8 episodes] 
 

Notes: This series takes place in Kazan, Tatarstan, in the late 1980s and focuses on the emergence of street 
gangs as the Soviet Union’s authority and ideological hold are starting to crumble. It went viral in both Russia 
and – controversially – Ukraine in late 2023 and early 2024. It wasn’t just a great series but deeply resonated 
with viewers. It realistically depicted the specter of state collapse and the widespread lawlessness, violence, 
and poverty that filled much of the former Soviet Union. Kazan (where I lived for three years) was one of the 
most infamous cities for gang violence across Russia, which even became known as the “Kazan phenomenon.” 
We’ll watch the first two episodes over the next week or so.  

 
January 31 – The Soviet Union III: 1985-1991 

 
Required materials: 

 David Remnick. Lenin’s Tomb: The Last Days of the Soviet Empire (Vintage Books, 1994), chapters 3 & 4. 
[28] 

 Robert Garayev, Kriminal’nyi Tatarstan – 1970 – 2010-x [Criminal Tatarstan, 1970-2010s] (Individuum, 
2024), excerpts (translated by instructor).  

https://www.ponarseurasia.org/time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/
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Supplementary materials: 

 Repentance, dir. Tengiz Abuladze. 1984. Available at: https://youtu.be/90LukX3eSgM?feature=shared. [2 
hours 24 minutes] 

 The Cold Summer of 1953, dir. Aleksandr Proshkin. 1988. [1 hour 41 minutes] 
 

Notes: Both films were important products of the Gorbachev era as powerful criticisms of Stalinism. You may 
note that Repentance was produced before Gorbachev was in charge but was only released in 1987 - something 
that Remnick discusses in the assigned reading for this day. 

 
Week 4 
 

February 5 – The collapse of the Soviet Union 
 
Required materials: 

 Charles King. “How a Great Power Falls Apart.” Foreign Affairs, June 30, 2020. [11] 
 Hale, Patronal Politics, pp. 54-60. [7] 

Supplementary materials: 
 

 “Почему распался СССР? Война в Афганистане, нефть, перестройка, Горбачев, Ельцин” [Why 
did the USSR Collapse? War in Afghanistan, oil, Perestroika, Gorbachev, Yeltsin], Varlamov, August 21, 
2021. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24Y5UFRWnTE. [43 minutes] 

 
Notes: The presenter, Il’ya Varlamov, is another well-known journalist and blogger. His videos cover issues 
related to travel, politics, and urbanism. To commemorate the 30th anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union he released a series of films about each of the 15 former republics. They’re well worth watching on 
their own terms as a mixture of history, contemporary politics, and travel. That said, bear in mind that his 
perspective and audience is Russian rather than local (put differently – that of the former colonial metropole 
discussing and at times criticizing the former periphery). See the series (with excellent English subtitles) here: 
https://youtu.be/LkL-MDSL3vY?si=6I6kRhHf-5K-jtpH  

 
 Stephen Kotkin, Armageddon Averted: The Soviet Collapse, 1970-2000 (Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 

1-31 [30]. 
 Serhii Plokhy, The Last Empire: The Final Days of the Soviet Union (Basic Books, 2014), pp. 388-408 [21]. 
 Vladislav Zubok, Collapse: The Fall of the Soviet Union (Yale University Press, 2021), pp. 13-42 [30]. 

 
Notes: The above works are some of the most authoritative scholarly attempts to make sense of the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, each emphasizing different factors. One common theme – and one which has re-
emerged since the Russia-Ukraine War – is that collapse is a process rather than an event. Future works on the 
collapse might rethink the temporal boundaries of the collapse – whether 1991, 2000 (as Kotkin did) or even 
to the present day.    

 
 
 
 

https://youtu.be/90LukX3eSgM?feature=shared
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24Y5UFRWnTE
https://youtu.be/LkL-MDSL3vY?si=6I6kRhHf-5K-jtpH
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Unit 2: Post-Soviet Transition 
 

February 7 – Yeltsin and the 1990s in Russia 
 
Required materials: 

 Natalia Zubarevich. “Four Russias: Rethinking the Post-Soviet Map,” OpenDemocracy. 29 March 2012. 
Available at : https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/four-russias-rethinking-post-soviet- map/. [17] 

 Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, “Russia’s Struggle Over the Meaning of the 1990s and the Keys to Kremlin 
Power,” Ponars Eurasia Policy Memos, no 592, May 2019. Available at: 
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/russia-s-struggle-over-the-meaning-of-the-1990s-and-the-keys-to-
kremlin-power/. [5] 
 

Supplementary materials: 
 Timothy Colton, Yeltsin: A Life (Basic Books, 2008), excerpts. 
 “October of 1993: The Story Behind the Shelling of the White House,” Redaktsiya, October 5, 2023. 

Available at: https://youtu.be/samWI9W196g?feature=shared. [2 hours 39 minutes] 
 

Notes: Redaktsiya (“Editorial office”) is a Russian YouTube channel run and hosted by journalist Aleksei 
Pivovarov, who worked on documentary journalism in Russia’s independent NTV channel in the 1990s 
(about its closure under Putin see the supplementary video on February 14). 

 
Week 5 

 
February 12 – Vladimir Putin, from Leningrad to St. Petersburg: 1952-1996 

 
Required materials: 

 Vladimir Putin, First Person, trans. Catherine A. Fitzpatrick (Public Affairs, 2000), excerpts. 
 Philip Short, Putin (Holt, 2022), excerpts. 

Recommended materials: 
 Brat, dir. Alexei Balabanov. 1997. [1 hour 40 minutes] 

 
Notes: Brat (“Brother”) is probably the best-known Russian crime/gangster film. It takes place in Putin’s 
native St. Petersburg in the early 1990s. The director, Alexei Balabanov, is known for making films that are 
gritty, violent, and touch upon themes such as Russian nationalism and xenophobia, making them quite 
prescient depictions of important societal trends.  

 
February 14 - Putin’s rise to the presidency 

 
Required materials: 

 Timothy Frye. Weak Strongman: The Limits of Power in Putin’s Russia (Princeton University Press, 2021), 
pp. 15-36 [21]. 

 Putin, First Person, pp. 15-25. [11] 

In-class materials: 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/four-russias-rethinking-post-soviet-map/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/four-russias-rethinking-post-soviet-map/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/russia-s-struggle-over-the-meaning-of-the-1990s-and-the-keys-to-kremlin-power/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/russia-s-struggle-over-the-meaning-of-the-1990s-and-the-keys-to-kremlin-power/
https://youtu.be/samWI9W196g?feature=shared
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 “Putin's Revenge, Part One,” PBS Frontline, February 8, 2019. Available at: 
https://youtu.be/o2L8qINZD3Q?si=yUNhWmlKnAOXKsQc [53 minutes] 

 

Practical Assignment 1 due Sunday, February 16 at 11:59PM. 

 
Week 6 
 

 
February 19 – Snow day (no class)  

 
 

February 21 - Putin's first two terms (2000-2008) 
 
Required materials: 

 Vladimir Gel’man, “The Putin Era,” in Graeme Gill (Ed.), Routledge Handbook of Russian Politics and 
Society (Routledge, 2002), 2nd edition, pp. 22-32. [11] 

 Alexei Navalny, Patriot: A Memoir (Knopf, 2024), excerpts. 
 

Supplementary materials: 
 “Как и почему закончилось «старое» НТВ” [How and why did the ‘old’ NTV end?], Redaktsiya, April 

25, 2021. Available at: https://youtu.be/MbPdOY3H04w?si=Oh1aDDDfGw2kz4vD [1 hour 50 minutes]. 
 

Week 7  
 

 

February 26 - The Medvedev presidency (2008-2012) 
 
Required materials: 

 Zygar’, All the Kremlin’s Men, excerpts. 
 Michael McFaul, From Cold War to Hot Peace: An American Ambassador in Putin’s Russia (Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, 2018), excerpts. 
 
Supplementary materials: 

 Leviathan, dir. Andrey Zvyagintsev. 2014. [2 hours 20 minutes]. 
 
Notes: Leviathan is an Oscar-nominated drama that takes place in small town Russia, depicting injustice and 
corruption. It received international acclaim but was criticized by the Russian authorities. Interestingly, much of 
Leviathan’s funding came from the Russian Ministry of Culture. 
 
  

https://youtu.be/o2L8qINZD3Q?si=yUNhWmlKnAOXKsQc
https://youtu.be/MbPdOY3H04w?si=Oh1aDDDfGw2kz4vD
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February 28 - Putin's return to the presidency (2012-) 
 
Required materials: 

 Samuel A. Greene and Graeme B. Robertson, Putin v. The People: The Perilous Politics of a Divided Russia 
(Yale University Press, 2018), pp. 16-51. [36] 

 
In-class materials: 

 “Он вам не Димон” [He's not Dimon (nickname for Dmitry) to you], Navalny, March 2, 2017. Available 
at: https://youtu.be/qrwlk7_GF9g?si=BOI8HuKGrlCHHkJ8. [50 minutes]. 

 
 

Unit 3: The regime 
 
 
Week 8 
 
 

March 5 – Parties and parliament 
 
Required materials: 

 Navalny, Patriot, excerpts. 
 Ben Noble. ‘Russia: new research shows even authoritarian regimes struggle to pass laws’ The 

Conversation, October 1, 2018, https://theconversation.com/russia-new-research-shows-even- 
authoritarian-regimes-struggle-to-pass-laws-104084. [9] 

 Emily Ferris. ‘Corruption, No Confidence, Poor Communication: How Governors Behaving Badly 
Will Impact Russia’s Regional Elections’. Ponars Eurasia Policy Memos, no. 664, July 21, 2020. 
Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/corruption-no-confidence-poor-communication-how-
governors-behaving-badly-will-impact-russia-s-regional-elections/. [6] 

 
March 7 – Protest and opposition 

 
Required materials: 

 Greene and Robertson, Putin v. The People, 180-195. [16] 
 Sergei Shelin, “It is Not the Response of the Survey-Taker that Matters, but the Action of the Citizen,” 

Russia.Post, January 6, 2025. Available at: https://russiapost.info/society/response. [7] 
 Navalny, Patriot, excerpts. 

 
In-class materials: 

 Navalny, directed by Daniel Roher, 2022. [1 hour 30 minutes]. 
 

Film Review 1 due Sunday, March 16 at 11:59PM. 

  

https://youtu.be/qrwlk7_GF9g?si=BOI8HuKGrlCHHkJ8
https://theconversation.com/russia-new-research-shows-even-%20authoritarian-regimes-struggle-to-pass-laws-104084
https://theconversation.com/russia-new-research-shows-even-%20authoritarian-regimes-struggle-to-pass-laws-104084
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/corruption-no-confidence-poor-communication-how-governors-behaving-badly-will-impact-russia-s-regional-elections/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/corruption-no-confidence-poor-communication-how-governors-behaving-badly-will-impact-russia-s-regional-elections/
https://russiapost.info/society/response


Updated on 4/15/2025 

12 
 

Week 9 
 

March 19 – The security services 
 
Required materials: 

 Brian Taylor, “The Russian Siloviki & Political Change”. Daedalus 146, no. 2, March 27, 2017, pp. 53–
63. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED_a_00434. [11] 

 Riehle, Kevin P. The Russian FSB: A Concise History of the Federal Security Service (Georgetown 
University Press, 2024), excerpts. 

Supplementary materials: 
 The Sword and the Shield, dir. Vladimir Basov. 1967. Available at: 

https://youtu.be/3g_7eDAsj2o?si=vbTzUBKkSPth2sHo. [4 episodes, each around 70 minutes] 

Notes: Why watch this? I’ll provide a quote: “But then books and spy movies like The Sword and the Shield took 
hold of my imagination. What amazed me most of all was how one man's effort could achieve what whole 
armies could not. One spy could decide the fate of thousands of people. At least, that's the way I understood 
it. The Academy of Civil Aviation quickly lost its thrill. I had made my choice. I wanted to be a spy.” (Vladimir 
Putin, First Person). 

Unit 4: Identity and Nationalism 
 

March 21 – Ideology and values 
 
Required materials: 

 Maria Snegovaya, Michael Kimmage, and Jade McGlynn. “The Ideology of Putinism: Is It Sustainable?” 
Center for Strategic and International Studies. September 2023. https://www.csis.org/analysis/ideology-
putinism-it-sustainable. [22] 

 Marlene Laruelle, Ideology and Meaning-Making under the Putin Regime (Stanford University Press, 
2025), excerpts. 

Supplementary materials: 
 The Student, dir. Kirill Serebrennikov. 2016. [1 hour 58 minutes] 

Notes: The Student examines the radicalization of a high school teenager in Russia who turns to an extreme 
interpretation of Russian Orthodoxy. It is provocative, but very much a commentary on the so-called 
“conservative turn” taken under Putin’s third term in the Kremlin (2012-2018).  
 
  

https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED_a_00434
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ideology-putinism-it-sustainable
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ideology-putinism-it-sustainable
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Week 10 
 

March 26 – Russian nationalism 
 
Required materials: 

 Laruelle, Marlene. ‘Is Nationalism a Force for Change in Russia?’ Daedalus 146, no. 2 (April 2017): 89–
100. https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED_a_00437. [12] 

 Trenin, Dmitri. ‘A Country in Search of a Nation’. Carnegie Moscow Center. 4 November 2013. 
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/53488. [2] 

 
Supplementary  materials: 

 Brat 2, dir. Aleksei Balabanov. 2000. Available at: 
https://youtu.be/R0O3jnLvBxw?si=vXI9iR1imHWSwz0f [2 hours] 

 
Notes: In Brat 2, the protagonist travels to the United States. The main antagonists are Ukrainians and 
Americans. This sequel is perhaps even more important as a harbinger of anti-Western Russian nationalism 
that would be echoed from the upper echelons of the Kremlin. It’s a cult hit: many of the phrases from the film 
are almost universally known in Russia. This is perhaps the most famous one: “American – where does power 
lie? Is it in money? I think power lies in the truth.” Putin paraphrased this when talking about the war, and 
even the “V” symbol on uniforms and vehicles at the beginning of the invasion has since been spun as a take 
on the Russian “power lies in the truth” (sila V pravde). It's also a revealing depiction of some of the racist 
prejudices expressed by migrants from the former Soviet Union who come to the United States. 

 
March 28 – The North Caucasus and the Chechen Wars 

 
Required materials: 

 Jean-Francois Ratelle and Marat Ilyasov. “Ramzan Kadyrov: Between Putin’s Loyal Praetorian 
Guard and Devoted Servant of the Chechen People.” Ponars Eurasia Policy Memos, no. 869, 
December 2023. Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/ramzan-kadyrov-between-putins-
loyal- praetorian-guard-and-devoted-servant-of-the-chechen-people/. [6] 

 Daniel Treisman, The Return: Russia’s Journey from Gorbachev to Medvedev (Free Press, 2012), 
excerpts.  
 

Supplementary materials: 
 Prisoner of the Mountains, directed by Sergei Bodrov, 1996. [1 hour 40 minutes] 
 Prikazano zabyt’ [Ordered to forget], directed by Hussein Erkenov, 2014. [1 hour 30 minutes]. Available 

at: https://youtu.be/wIam0Wuvcdg. 
 “Beslan. Remember.” vDud’, September 2, 2019. Available at: 

https://youtu.be/vF1UGmi5m8s?si=_rWzP0xG8bBiUx-t. [3 hours, 10 minutes]. 

Notes: The first two videos are films about the North Caucasus. Prisoner of the Mountains was an Oscar nominee 
and very well known within Russia as a modern adaptation of Tolstoy’s 1872 novel. It also stars the same lead 
actor as Brat and Brat 2. Prikazano zabyt’ is less well known – it’s a Chechen film about the Khaibakh massacre 
that took place during the mass deportations of Chechens and Ingush in 1944. It was, however, banned by the 
Russian Ministry of Culture for “incitement of ethnic hatred,” which unfortunately happens all too frequently 
regrading anything that is critical of the Russian state’s treatment of ethnic minorities.  

https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED_a_00437
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/53488.%20%5b2
https://youtu.be/R0O3jnLvBxw?si=vXI9iR1imHWSwz0f
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/ramzan-kadyrov-between-putins-loyal-praetorian-guard-and-devoted-servant-of-the-chechen-people/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/ramzan-kadyrov-between-putins-loyal-praetorian-guard-and-devoted-servant-of-the-chechen-people/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/ramzan-kadyrov-between-putins-loyal-praetorian-guard-and-devoted-servant-of-the-chechen-people/
https://youtu.be/wIam0Wuvcdg
https://youtu.be/vF1UGmi5m8s?si=_rWzP0xG8bBiUx-t
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Week 11 
 
 

April 2 – Ethnic politics in Russia 
 
Required materials: 

 Guzel Yusupova. “Why Ethnic Politics in Russia Will Return,” Ponars Eurasia Policy Memos, no. 584, 
March 2019. Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/why-ethnic-politics-in-russia-will-return/[5] 

 Adam Lenton. “Last Man Standing: What the Latest Dispute over Tatarstan’s Presidency Tells us about 
the Enduring Ethnic Factor in Russian Politics,”Ponars Eurasia Policy Memos, no. 719, November 2021. 
Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/last-man-standing-what-the-latest- dispute-over-tatarstans-
presidency-tells-us-about-the-enduring-ethnic- factor-in-russian-politics/. [6] 

 Gulnaz Sibgatullina. “How the full-scale invasion accelerated Russia's mission as a ‘civilization-state’” 
Platform RAAM, December 12, 2024. Available at: https://platformraam.nl/artikelen/2728-how-the-full-
scale-invasion-accelerated-russias-mission-as-a-civilization-state. [10] 

 
Supplementary materials: 

 Aita, dir. Stepan Burnashev. 2022. [1 hour 26 minutes] 
 
Notes: Aita is a film from the Yakut (Sakha) Republic in the Russian Far East. Yakut film and filmmakers have 
managed to achieve a degree of success – something that is incredibly difficult given how Moscow-centric 
resources and infrastructure are – with Yakut horror movies being particularly notable. This film, however, is a 
drama set in a small village that is torn apart when a 16-year-old girl commits suicide. Suspicion falls upon one of 
the police officers – an ethnic Russian - when a note is found in her pocket. It was the highest grossing film from 
the region and was well received in the Russian press, but 6 months after its release it was – you guessed it! – 
banned because of “destructive information that contradicts the principles of the unity of the peoples of Russia.”  
 

 

Unit 5: Connections between Domestic and Foreign Politics 
 

April 4 – Russian foreign policy 
 

 Michael Kimmage and Hanna Notte, “Containing Global Russia,” War on the Rocks, March 4, 2024. 
Available at: https://warontherocks.com/2024/03/containing-global-russia/. [9] 

 Thomas Graham, Getting Russia Right (Polity Press, 2023), excerpts.  
 Andrey Kortunov, “Moscow’s Painful Adjustment to the Post-Soviet Space,” Internationale Politik 

Quarterly, March 31, 2022. Available at:  https://ip-quarterly.com/en/moscows-painful-adjustment-post-
soviet-space [7].  

 
Supplementary materials: 

 Kadri Liik, “The last of the offended: Russia’s first post-Putin diplomats,” European Council on Foreign 
Relations, November 19, 2019. Available at: 
https://ecfr.eu/publication/the_last_of_the_offended_russias_first_post_putin_diplomats/   

 Andrew Radin and Clint Reach. Russian Views of the International Order. RAND Corporation, 2017, pp. 7-
36. Available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1826.html. [30]  

 

https://www.ponarseurasia.org/why-ethnic-politics-in-russia-will-return/
http://www.ponarseurasia.org/last-man-standing-what-the-latest-
https://platformraam.nl/artikelen/2728-how-the-full-scale-invasion-accelerated-russias-mission-as-a-civilization-state
https://platformraam.nl/artikelen/2728-how-the-full-scale-invasion-accelerated-russias-mission-as-a-civilization-state
https://warontherocks.com/2024/03/containing-global-russia/
https://ip-quarterly.com/en/moscows-painful-adjustment-post-soviet-space%20%5b7
https://ip-quarterly.com/en/moscows-painful-adjustment-post-soviet-space%20%5b7
https://ecfr.eu/publication/the_last_of_the_offended_russias_first_post_putin_diplomats/


Updated on 4/15/2025 

15 
 

Week 12 
 
 

April 9 – Russia-West relations 
Required materials: 

 Thomas Graham, Getting Russia Right (Polity Press, 2023), excerpts.  
 Dmitry Trenin, “How Russia Must Reinvent Itself to Defeat the West’s ‘Hybrid War’” Russia in Global 

Affairs, May 24, 2022. Available at: https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/russia-must-reinvent-itself/. [7]  
 Sergei Karaganov, “Navigating the Fog,” Russia in Global Affairs, December 12, 2024. Available at: 

https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/navigating-the-fog-karaganov/ [13].  

 
 

April 11 – Russia-Europe relations  
 
Required materials: 

 Mikhail Komin, “Deconstructing Russia’s anti-colonial posturing in the global south,” European Council on 
Foreign Relations, November 27, 2024. Available at: https://ecfr.eu/article/deconstructing-russias-anti-
colonial-posturing-in-the-global-south/. [2] 

 Benjamin Young, “Russia Is Riding an Anti-Colonial Wave Across Africa,” RAND Corporation, September 
16, 2024. Available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/09/russia-is-riding-an-anti-
colonial-wave-across-africa.html [7] 

 
Supplementary materials: 

 Maxime Audinet, “Down with Neocolonialism! Resurgence of a Strategic Narrative in Wartime Russia,” 
Institut de Recherche Stratégique de l’École Militaire, October 2024. Available at: 
https://www.irsem.fr/en/institut/news/report-irsem-no-119-2024.html [57] 

  

https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/russia-must-reinvent-itself/
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/navigating-the-fog-karaganov/
https://ecfr.eu/article/deconstructing-russias-anti-colonial-posturing-in-the-global-south/
https://ecfr.eu/article/deconstructing-russias-anti-colonial-posturing-in-the-global-south/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/09/russia-is-riding-an-anti-colonial-wave-across-africa.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/09/russia-is-riding-an-anti-colonial-wave-across-africa.html
https://www.irsem.fr/en/institut/news/report-irsem-no-119-2024.html%20%5b57
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Unit 6: Russian Politics in Comparative Perspective 

 
Week 13 
 

April 16 – Russia and the “Global South” 
 

April 18 – No class meeting (instructor presenting at the Russia Program annual 
conference in Washington, DC). 

 

Week 14 
 

April 23 – Ukraine and the future of Russia 
 

 Maria Popova and Oxana Shevel, Russia and Ukraine: Entangled Histories, Diverging States (Polity, 2024), 
excerpts. 

 
Supplementary materials: 

 Servant of the People, dir. Aleksey Kiryushchenko. 2015-2019. [3 seasons] 
 Donbass, dir. Sergei Loznitsa. 2018. [2 hours 2 minutes] 

 
Notes: Servant of the People stars Volodymyr Zelensky who plays an ordinary teacher who by chance becomes 
President of Ukraine. The series – part comedy, part drama - was a hit across the former Soviet Union, and it 
resonated in Ukraine as a criticism of corruption, apathy, and economic stagnation. It also gave viewers hope by 
depicting a Ukraine in which an uncorrupt and principled outsider could change politics. Season 1 is mostly 
comedy, but by season 3 the series is more serious and the line between Zelensky’s fictional character and him in 
real life – by now the front-runner for the presidential elections – becomes blurred. 
 
Donbass is a black comedy film about the occupied territory in Eastern Ukraine before the full-scale invasion of 
2022, consisting of a series of episodes featuring mostly different characters in various locales, which are often 
adaptations of real-life events. 
 

April 25 – Pizza and trivia at Cugino Forno (meet at Cugino Forno) 
 

Final exam on Monday, May 5 at 2PM 
Final project due Friday, May 9 at 11:59PM 

Film review 2 due Friday, May 9 at 11:59PM 
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Important Classroom Policies and Norms: 
 

1. Attendance:  

It is important to attend all meetings. Yet conflicts arise even with the best-planned schedule.  

Absence from class may be excused in cases of documented illness, family emergency, religious 
observance, or official obligations such as varsity sports, job interviews during the afternoon of class, or 
military service. Please reach out to me if you have other commitments such as employment or caregiving 
which may impact your schedule. It is your responsibility to inform me in advance, provide documentation 
(e.g., a doctor’s note, letter from the OAA), and to catch up on any missed readings. I will be happy to 
meet with you to answer any questions you may have.  

Beyond such cases, each student is allowed two unexcused absences. Otherwise, and in the case of 
additional unexcused absences, each will incur a one percentage point penalty for the attendance portion 
of the grade. Students cannot retake in-class quizzes if they use an unexcused absence for that day.  

2. Late policy: 

It is important to treat assignments as part of working in a professional environment. If a manager or 
other colleague has asked you to submit work by a certain date, it is professional courtesy to inform them 
in advance if this might not be possible and to communicate any possible issues you foresee. The person 
may have set aside time in their day or weekend to go through the submitted work, or they may have a 
deadline for their own manager, etc.  

I will consider extensions for written assignments if all of the following steps are made: 1) A formal email 
is sent to the instructor at least 24 hours before the deadline; 2) The email explains why the work cannot 
be completed by the deadline and provides supporting evidence of the work completed so far; 3) The 
email proposes a reasonable amended deadline.  

If all of these steps are made I will consider the request and respond in writing within 24 hours after 
receiving the request. I will either accept the request as it is or offer an alternative deadline to the one 
proposed.  

Otherwise, if the assignment is late, a 1/3 letter grade deduction will be applied, and an additional 1/3 
letter grade will be deducted for every 24-hour period after that. 

3. Expectations for reading and class preparation: 
 

All materials will be provided by the instructor or are available electronically at the ZSR Library. 

You will be expected to engage with a wide range of materials, including scholarly books and articles, 
memoirs and interviews, as well as journalistic articles, documentaries, and films. These are indicated 
accordingly. There are three types of materials listed under each class: 

• Required materials must be consulted before class that day. Lectures will assume familiarity with 
the content covered therein. View the required materials as background for the lecture. 
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• In-class materials do not need to be consulted before class that day, but we will engage with them 
in our discussions or activities (any materials used in class will be uploaded to Canvas and the 
syllabus updated accordingly).  

• Supplementary materials are not mandatory but will be helpful for acquiring greater knowledge of 
the topic studied that day.  

Content of the required and in-class materials may be tested both in the form of quizzes and the final exam. 
Supplementary materials will not be tested but will enhance understanding of the topics covered. 

On average, expect to read between 30 to 40 pages of assigned texts per week. To facilitate planning I 
have indicated in square brackets the number of pages for each reading or the length of the recording. 

Students will need to come prepared to every session not only having consulted that day’s required 
materials but being prepared to discuss them in class. The instructor will occasionally provide students 
with questions on each week’s materials one week in advance. Everyone is expected at a minimum to 
have something to say in answer to each of these questions, and the instructor may call on people to lead 
off the discussions of these questions. Students are also strongly encouraged to raise their own questions, 
points, or issues to discuss.  

4. Slides: 

I will upload all classroom slides and handouts to Canvas shortly after each lecture. Please do not 
distribute or share them.  

5. Canvas and Email Communication: 

I use Canvas to upload classroom slides and handouts, store links to materials and the syllabus, and for 
students to upload their assignments. That said, the syllabus is your go-to document for anything course-
related. Any important updates or changes will be communicated by email.  

For quizzes and other assignments, I will provide written comments and grades either physically (on a 
printed copy) or via email.  

6. Electronic devices: 

Electronic devices (phones, laptops) must be put away during class unless explicitly required for in-class 
activities or in the case of documented accommodations for notetaking purposes.   

7. Live polling: 

To facilitate active learning, I incorporate live polling software, Wooclap, into our lectures. There is no 
need to sign up, responses are not graded, and answers are anonymous. You may use your phone or 
laptop when prompted to engage with polling questions. Our class link will be the same for each class: 
Wooclap.com/POL232 
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8. Commitment to developing an inclusive environment: 

It is especially important to foster and practice inclusivity in our classroom discussions and scholarly 
work given that many topics in comparative politics require that we attempt to understand and explain 
the politics of societies with diverse cultures, histories, and perspectives. This includes, but is not limited 
to, being self-reflective in our judgements and analyses of other societies, avoiding stereotyping groups 
and practices, and recognizing our own implicit assumptions and biases. 

It is important to acknowledge that there are well documented gender, racial, and national biases in 
scholarship on the region, which reflect broader institutional and structural barriers to knowledge 
production and dissemination. With this in mind, I have tried to ensure a balance of perspectives in the 
assigned materials which includes both mainstream and marginalized voices, local and international, as 
well as contrasting perspectives on specific topics at hand. 

One of the questions we will also reflect upon in this course is what it means to “study” a foreign country: 
whose voices are elevated and promoted in this endeavor, and whose remain marginalized, both in the 
United States and abroad? These are important questions and issues beyond the academy.  

9. Submitting written work: 

All written work should be submitted as attachments (saved as .doc or .pdf files) and uploaded to Canvas. 
Please check your work before submitting, including spell checking and converting to the correct format. 

10.  AI Policy: 

Students are prohibited from using Generative Artificial Intelligence tools, including paraphrasing tools, to 
complete any assignments unless (1) otherwise permitted in the assignment instructions or (2) as part of an 
in-class exercise under your professor’s supervision.  
 

11. Emergencies: 
 
In the event of health-related or family or medical emergencies that require you to have more time to 
complete your assignment and/or be absent from class, please notify me immediately AND contact the 
Office of Academic Advising (OAA) and have them follow up with me. You can read more about the 
support that the OAA provides here: https://advising.wfu.edu/emergencies/medical-family-emergency/.  
 

12. Learning Accommodations: 
 

Wake Forest University is committed to providing accommodations for students requiring 
accommodations. Any student requiring academic accommodations should contact the Center for 
Learning Access and Student Success (CLASS) as early in the semester as possible, and ask CLASS to 
send me an approved accommodation letter request. You can contact them here: 
https://class.wfu.edu/disability-services/student-accommodations/.  

Please reach out to me if you have any questions or concerns, and I will be happy to accommodate your 
needs.  

https://advising.wfu.edu/emergencies/medical-family-emergency/
https://class.wfu.edu/disability-services/student-accommodations/
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13. Academic integrity: 

Academic integrity is a central component of living out Wake Forest University’s commitment to 
honorable and ethical conduct. When you signed the honor code, you have agreed “not to deceive any 
member of the community; not to steal, cheat, or plagiarize on academic work; and not to engage in any 
other form of academic misconduct.” 

In this class, this entails a commitment to not engage in plagiarism and any form of academic dishonesty, 
whether in written work or in verbal presentations, in individual and/or group projects. To check and 
ensure that your work is free of plagiarism, please refer to this tutorial on the ZSR library website: 
https://zsr.wfu.edu/research/guides/recognizing-avoiding-plagiarism/.  Indications of plagiarism and/or 
other forms of academic dishonesty will be reported to the Honors and Ethics Council, and will be dealt 
with according to the College’s policies. 

14. Writing Support: 

Much like other skills, becoming a good writer requires steady practice and investment, including revising 
and editing one’s own work. My recommendation is to start working on your draft project early in the 
semester and to make an appointment with the Writing Center, even if you consider yourself a skilled 
writer. To make an appointment with the Writing Center, please visit: https://writingcenter.wfu.edu/.  

15. Drop-in hours: 

Please feel free to come to my drop-in/office hours or email me if you have any questions about the class 
or anything else. This is time for you. 15-minute appointments can be booked here (in-person or Zoom), 
but you are welcome to pop by anytime my office door is open. If you are not available during scheduled 
office hours please email me and we can set up an alternative time.  

 

https://zsr.wfu.edu/research/guides/recognizing-avoiding-plagiarism/
https://writingcenter.wfu.edu/
https://calendar.app.google/Ci4arHUv5ap7jHJe6

