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realistic animal sound effects to be released. Barking dog,
mewing cat-or for the ultimate in urban surrealism, clucking
hen and mooing cow! Takes 2AA batteries (not supplied)'. This
is apparently a sensational bestseller in the United States," I
would rather play Asha.
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JOHN BLACK

Till 1989, celebrations marking the Great October Revolution
were something everyone took for granted. This time, amid
growing controversy and debate about that very revolution, it
needed a Presidential decree to emphasize that the USSR would
still observe 7 November as a national holiday and festival. Even
so in some of the Republics parades had to be cancelled and
celebrations curtailed due to public hostility and fears of violent
confrontations. Though protest demonstrations did take place in
Moscow there was the usual spectacular grand parade in Red
Square. After the marchpast by units of the armed forces came
the civilian columns made up of trade union members, factory
workers, farmers and students. As one of these batches reached
the centre of the square a man pulled out a sawn-off shot gun and
fired two shots at the Soviet leaders standing on the dais atop
Lenin's Mausoleum 50 metres away. This could have been
lethal but the man missed. He was quickly overpowered and
carried off shouting 'I want to kill Gorbachev'.

The would be assassin was Alexander Shmonov, a 'ventilator
fitter' from a factory near Leningrad. He lived with his wife and
two-year-old daughter in a workers' hostel near his factory. He
was well liked by his fellow workers and supervisors, who
described him as 'pleasant', 'honest', 'easy to get along with'
and 'level headed' but added that he could be obstinate at times.
His father had been the district head of the Communist party in
the same region. Last year Shmonov joined an opposition group,
the Leningrad Popular Front, and became actively involved in
their work. Such opposition parties won the recent civic elec-
tions both in Leningrad and Moscow. During the parade in
November 1989 Shmonov took part in counter-demonstrations
in his own region distributing pamphlets and carrying placards
with slogans like 'Direct election for Head of State' and 'To the
memory of the victims of the October Revolution'. His behavi-
our was peaceful and orderly.

The question being widely discussed here is what could have
led such a man to adopt this extreme measure to register his
protest? In recent months politically motivated violence dubbed
by the media as the 'Shmonov phenomenon' has shown an
alarming increase. A self-styled anti-Zionist Yevseyev was killed,
an activist priest Father Men was brutally hacked to death and
offices of independent newspapers were gutted by fires. There
have been many similar incidents, almost all unsolved with no
arrests or convictions.

Legislators, sociologists and psychologists have been trying
to dissect and explain this alarming escalation of violence in
their society. The incidents do not follow any pattern. They are
anti-left and anti-right but without the markings of any central
organization. Most analysts agree that they are parallel to what
happened in the I970s in the West, that is 'diffusion terrorism'-
individual acts of amateurs taking 'justice' into their own hands.

The most commonly accepted reasoning which sounds quite
plausible is that this is the effect of the breakup of a rigidly
organized social system. A strictly ordered and supervised social
structure has been broken down under glasnost and perestroika.
There has been no clearly defined alternative offered to a people
who have in the past got used to being told what to do next. For
several generations they have witnessed the violent and at times
brutal methods used to solve social and political problems. From
their school years they had been imbued with the idea that each
one was personally responsible not only to defend the 'mother-
land' from external threats but also to weed out the undesirable
elements from within. The past few years have been a period of
crisis and instability. The old order has broken down and beliefs
held for decades.have been eroded. Shmonov's District Chair-
man says that in recent months there have been many threats of
hunger strikes and self-immolations. 'People have nothing to
eat, nowhere to live and nothing to believe in.'

It is not surprising that many people are confused and dis-
oriented. Fear can lead to aggressive behaviour at times and
perhaps this offers a partial explanation for what is happening in
this society today. Added to this is the fact that the chances of
being caught and punished are remote. The forces responsible
for maintaining law and order are under great strain. They also
have to deal with a growing trade in illegal arms, black market-
eers, and a spurt in thefts, muggings and drug trafficking. In an
unprecedented press conference the heads of some of the law
enforcement agencies (Chiefs of Police and the KGB and Head
of the Justice Department) admitted that the situation was get-
ting out of hand and they were unable to cope!

An old Russian joke seems to apply aptly to the present
situation. When the journalists went to the police to complain
about the fires in their offices they were told 'why do you trouble
us with these petty' matters. Come to us only when you are
murdered.'
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