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    Abstract: Voter turnout in the 2011 presidential election in Kyrgyzstan revealed a dramatic divide between electoral behavior in the north and south of the country. Instead of the traditional socio-economic factors associated with variation in voter turnout, this study finds that differences in levels of labor migration and perceptions of the electoral stakes explain the turnout gap between northern and southern voters. Building on the work of Franklin and others, this research illustrates the importance of the character of the election in shaping voter behavior.


    There is a growing, but still under-developed, literature on turnout in post-communist elections.1 The focus of this research ranges from the marked decline in voter participation over the two decades of the post-communist era to regional variations in turnout in a single country.2 Understandably, given its size, diversity, and political importance, Russia has been the subject of most of the research on regional variations in turnout.3 However, regional diversity in electoral behavior is pronounced in other post-communist countries, witness the east-west divide in Ukraine. In the May 2014 presidential election in Ukraine, turnout rates varied from a high of 78.2 percent in the western region of Lviv to only 15 percent in Donetsk region in the east, a testament to the declining legitimacy of Ukraine’s central government among residents in many eastern regions as well as the extent of the fighting.4


    This article examines the dramatic variation in turnout levels between Kyrgyzstan’s north and south, which are divided not just by high mountains but by level of economic development and ethnic, linguistic, and religious features. The stunning 22-point regional gap in turnout levels in the 2011 presidential election is unprecedented in the country’s two-decade history and a rarity in the post-communist electoral experience. We argue that although economic conditions and electoral supply influenced participation rates in the north and south, the major reasons for the sharply higher turnout in northern districts were more “missing voters” from the south, who were working abroad, and a significant regional divide in the perceptions of the electoral stakes. Northern voters and leaders appeared to be convinced that they had far more to lose by the return to power of a southern president, especially a president of immoderate views, than southern voters did with the election of a northern president. Thus, political and social context is not only an essential component of any turnout model, as Mark Franklin has insisted, but in some instances it may be the decisive one.5


    Our analyses of electoral behavior in Kyrgyzstan are based in part on detailed district-level demographic and economic data from the 2009 national census as well as complete district-level – and in some cases precinct-level – electoral results from the 2010 parliamentary election and the 2011 presidential election.6 These data allow us to distinguish turnout patterns across the country in two elections in close proximity and to find associations between demographic and economic data and electoral behavior at the district level. Using these data, we have constructed a multivariate model that permits us to reach tentative conclusions about the significance and explanatory weight of variables that are associated with turnout variation by district. However, because so much of the variation in the 2011 election is explained by a single variable, the north-south divide, a major challenge for this work is to tease out from various qualitative sources compelling explanations as to why, in the absence of socio-demographic differences that could explain variations in participation rates, northern voters were so much more active than their southern counterparts.7 Qualitative approaches are especially appropriate when certain structural and contextual factors – and not just socio-demographic or economic variables – play a critical role in voters’ calculations about whether, and for whom, to vote. To understand such structural and contextual factors, including the electoral stakes, we begin with a discussion of the setting of the 2011 presidential election in Kyrgyzstan.


    The Setting of the 2011 Presidential Election


    The small, mountainous country of Kyrgyzstan has been an outlier in the Central Asian political landscape. Unlike its neighbors in the region, who succumbed to authoritarianism or civil war after the fall of the USSR, this former Soviet republic boasted a relatively open society and competitive politics through the 1990s under the leadership of President Askar Akaev, a former scientist who hailed from the northern district of Kemin. By the first years of the new millennium, however, Akaev and his family had narrowed considerably the field for political and economic competition. The most vigorous reaction to this hardening of the regime came from the south, a relatively poor part of the country that experienced greater political and economic marginalization as Kyrgyzstan moved from “Communism to Keminism.” Growing southern discontent, combined with Akaev’s alienation of many establishment figures from the north, produced the Tulip Revolution of March 2005, a “color revolution” that deposed Akaev and ultimately brought to the presidency a prominent southern politician, Kurmanbek Bakiev.


    After a period of cohabitation, in which the southern president shared power with a prime minister from the North, Bakiev moved decisively to consolidate control of the country in his family’s hands. Through his brother Janysh and his son Maxim, he put in place by 2007 the pillars of a sultanistic regime, which threatened to bring Kyrgyzstan in line with its more authoritarian neighbors. The tables were turned, however, in April 2010, as frustrated and frightened northern elites led a revolt that sent the Bakiev family into exile and installed an interim government. Thus began a regime transition that would end with the presidential election of October 30, 2011, which is the subject of this paper.


    During this one-and-a-half year transition, a series of dramatic developments reshaped Kyrgyzstan’s institutional and discursive environment. These included an abortive counter-coup by pro-Bakiev forces in May 2010 and large-scale inter-ethnic violence between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks in the south in June 2010. Later that same month, Kyrgyzstan adopted by referendum a new constitution, which rebalanced institutional powers in favor of the parliament. A founding election followed in October 2010, which returned the first parliament under the new constitutional order. In this proportional representation (PR) election, distinguished by voting that was largely along regional and ethnic lines, five parties gained seats in the new parliament; only one, however, had its primary roots in the south, whose population was roughly equal to that of the north. Moreover, although the successful southern party, Ata-Jurt, joined the three-party coalition that ostensibly controlled government and parliament, elites with their primary base of support in the north assumed most of the country’s key political posts.8 Most notably, Almazbek Atambaev, the head of the Social Democratic Party and a native of a northern village on the outskirts of the capital Bishkek became the country’s new prime minister.


    Because of inter- and intra-party bickering within the ruling parliamentary coalition – as well as the waning authority of the lame duck president, Roza Otunbaeva, who was appointed by the interim government and only later confirmed by referendum – Prime Minister Atambaev quickly emerged as the country’s pre-eminent political figure. Given the reduction of the formal powers of the presidency under the new constitution of Kyrgyzstan, the prime minister’s office appeared to represent the key prize for a political leader. Yet in the summer of 2011, barely six months into his term as prime minister, Atambaev declared his candidacy for the presidency.


    Atambaev’s decision illustrated that even a weakened office of the presidency in Kyrgyzstan retained considerable appeal for ambitious politicians. First, it promised a fixed term of office of six years, an eternity in a volatile political environment. By contrast, the post of prime minister offered little job security, especially amid the turmoil in the new parliament. Second, even under the new constitution, the president retained a direct popular mandate as well as control over the so-called “power ministries,” such as Interior, Defense, and the secret police, which traditionally have had an outsized political role in developing countries. In this regard, Kyrgyzstan’s self-described transformation from a presidential to a parliamentary republic is overstated; it has in fact embraced a form of semi-presidentialism. Finally, as leader of one of the country’s oldest and most prominent parties, the Social Democrats, Atambaev would retain as president the ability to influence parliamentary affairs, including the selection of the prime minister with whom he would work. Further enhancing his influence in the formation of a government is the president’s constitutional authority to select the party in parliament that leads discussions on forming a ruling coalition when there is no parliamentary majority. In light of the country’s electoral rules and demographic divisions, a majority party is unlikely to emerge in parliament, which assures the president a vital role in government formation.


    The foregoing discussion has at least three implications for turnout levels in the October 2011 presidential election. The first is that the literature on the impact on turnout of first and second-order elections is difficult to apply to Kyrgyzstan. In the case of post-communist countries with super-presidential regimes, such as Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, one could argue convincingly that voters would accord greater importance to presidential as opposed to parliamentary elections – and therefore turn out in larger numbers for the former contests. Kyrgyzstan’s much-touted turn toward “parliamentarism” under the 2010 Constitution initially created some uncertainty about the relative standing of presidential and parliamentary elections, but following the logic set out in the previous paragraph, voters in Kyrgyzstan had little reason to view the 2011 presidential election as second-order. If anything, given the legacy of strong presidents and the presence in the race of the country’s leading politicians, they would have reason to grant it greater importance.


    Second, the decision of the constitutional framers to hold the initial parliamentary and presidential elections within a year of each other meant that both could qualify as founding elections. In fact, as suggested earlier, elites and the public recognized that the presidential election of October 2011 marked the end of a difficult political transition. Finally, whereas the PR election in 2010 for parliamentary seats produced multiple winners, the presidential contest was a winner-take-all election, which raises the electoral stakes and thereby the mobilizational efforts to capture the single seat of power available. These factors should have encouraged, therefore, a turnout rate at least as high as that achieved in the parliamentary elections the preceding year.


    Electoral Results and Participation Puzzles


    Amid a turnout of 61.28 percent, Atambaev won a convincing victory in the presidential election of 2011 in Kyrgyzstan, receiving 63 percent of the vote, compared to just over 14 percent each for his two closest rivals, the southern politicians Adakhan Madumarov and Kamchibek Tashiev.9 If one removes from consideration the Bakiev-era elections of 2009, which were widely regarded as the most fraudulent in Kyrgyzstan’s short history, the official turnout rate in the 2011 presidential election was consistent with a gradual decline since 1991 in turnout in Kyrgyzstan and across the post-communist world (see Figure 1). The recent work of Pacek, Pop-Eleches, and Tucker illustrates that over the first 20 years of the post-communist era, turnout in first-order elections fell in the post-communist world from 81.3 percent to 70 percent, and from 80.2 percent to 62 percent in second-order elections.10 Deeply-ingrained voting habits learned during decades of communist-era elections, where turnout approached 100 percent, have obviously eroded over time. As we shall see shortly, however, high levels of participation comparable to those found in the early post-communist years were evident in the northern half of the country in October 2011, and understanding that anomaly is the central challenge of this study.


    In many respects, the factors driving turnout in Kyrgyzstan in October 2011 mirror those in other post-Soviet countries – and defy many of the expectations of turnout specialists who work on elections in Western democracies. In the West, higher levels of turnout are associated with citizens who feel more deeply invested in, and attached to, the political, social, and economic system. In the Western turnout model, therefore,


    



    Figure 1. Turnout in Parliamentary and Presidential Elections in Kyrgyzstan, 1995-2011
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    Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (2011).


    



    the “supervoter” is more likely to be an older, married individual with higher levels of income and education. In much of the post-communist world, on the other hand, faithful voting is associated with rural residents who tend to have lower levels of income and education. The literature explains this reversal of roles in several ways, including the fact that the less privileged tend to be deferential voters who are more amenable to cues and mobilizational appeals from local authority figures. Furthermore, unlike in the West, in wide swaths of the post-communist world, the more sophisticated and better-informed the voter, the more disillusioned they are with the existing political order and therefore the more likely they are to regard elections as ineffective instruments of political expression. Thus, in flawed democracies, high-information voters, who tend to populate urban areas, are likely to feel a lower sense of efficacy, which translates into lower turnout.11


    In order to identify the reasons for geographic variation in participation rates in the 2011 election, we begin our analysis of district level turnout with a basic ordinary least squares (OLS) multiple regression (See Table 1). The dependent variable – the percentage of the district registered population casting a ballot in the October 2011 presidential election – is regressed on variables capturing the socio-economic composition of the


    



    


    
      Table 1. OLS Estimates of District Level Turnout,
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    district,12 the ethnic diversity of the district,13 a dummy variable capturing the north/south regional divide,14 the competition level of the district,15 and the size of public sector employment.16 The first pattern of note is the dramatically higher turnout in northern districts when compared to southern ones. On average, district-level turnout was about 29 points higher in the north than in the south, when socio-economic factors, competition, and public sector employment are held constant. Not only was turnout substantially higher in the north than the south, but as Figure 2 illustrates, turnout in the north increased by 15 percentage points from 2010 levels, while in the south turnout declined by 10 percentage points. Much of the


    



    Figure 2. Turnout in Kyrgyzstan National Elections, 2010 and 2011
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    Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki.


    



    variation in the north can be explained by lower participation rates in the capital city of Bishkek, where turnout percentages approximated those in the south.17


    These two distinct regions, north and south, clearly engaged the presidential election in different ways in 2011, which appears surprising given the unremarkable variation in turnout levels between the two regions in the 2010 parliamentary election, when southern districts had modestly higher turnout than northern districts (56.5 percent to 53.5 percent).18 Thus, while southern districts experienced a noticeable decline in turnout in 2011, districts in the north saw huge increases. (See Figures 3 and 4) The staggering turnout differential across the two regions in 2011 presents us with a puzzle: why was the gap so large in 2011 and why were northern voters so much more active in 2011 than in 2010?


    The first rule of the diagnostician is: “when you hear hoof beats, think first of horses and not zebras.” In the context of Central Asia, this advice would lead us to consider first the possibility that fraud explains the yawning gap in turnout between the two regions and between the two elections in the north.19 International and domestic election observers did indeed identify numerous precincts where electoral irregularities occurred. In two districts, both in the north, evidence from election observers in October 2011 revealed voting patterns that pointed to fraudulent entry of voting figures. In these districts, Sokuluk in the Chui region and the October district of Bishkek, the numbers contained in several precinct protocols did not accord with the precinct results included in the protocol of the Central Election Commission (CEC).20 The additional votes included


    Figure 3: Voter Turnout by Region*
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    Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki; Projection: WGS 1984; *Excludes cities of Bishkek and Osh


    



    Figure 4: Voter Turnout by District*
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    Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki; Projection: WGS 1984; *Excluding the country’s 17 cities


    



    in the CEC manifest for these districts went overwhelmingly to Atambaev. Furthermore, as our own analysis of precinct-level results illustrates, a disproportionate share of the vote in many precincts in the October district of Bishkek came from absentee [dosrochnye] votes or from so-called mobile voting boxes, which are taken to shut-ins and others unable to make it to the polls.21 In light of this evidence, we have excluded these two districts’ results from our analysis. Except for these two cases in the north, however, no other districts appeared to experience more than the usual flaws associated with post-Soviet electoral administration, where carousel voting and voter intimidation are occasionally observed. Moreover, reports of such problems did not emanate disproportionately from the north. Finally, electoral commissions from the precinct to the national level contained members representing diverse political parties, and therefore diverse presidential candidates.22


    If fraud is not the culprit, what explains the dramatic gap in turnout between north and south in 2011 and between the two elections in the north in 2010 and 2011? As the multivariate model indicates (see Table 1), socio-demographic variables appear to explain little of the variation in turnout. At the district level, higher education is associated with lower turnout, but this only helps to explain variation in the north, not between north and south. Moreover, unlike in the 2010 parliamentary election, when the turnout of heavily-Uzbek southern districts was higher than the regional mean and that of Russian-populated northern districts lower, there is little indication from the district-level analysis that the participation rates of ethnic minorities is related in significant ways to the variation in turnout between north and south.23


    It is true, however, that the highest levels of turnout occurred in northern districts that were heavily ethnic Kyrgyz. For example, the remote districts of Kemin and Kara-Buurin – 86 percent and 92 percent ethnic Kyrgyz, respectively – had turnout levels of over 94 percent and 92 percent. Such homogeneity may facilitate mobilizational efforts and a sense of voting as a collective rather than an individual enterprise, both of which can heighten turnout. As Mark Franklin observed, “The likely voting behavior of other group members is…of particular relevance since the mere intention of others to vote can suggest a widespread belief that, with conscientious behavior by all group members, the group can prevail.”24


    Table 1 also illustrates that turnout is higher in rural areas than in cities, which is consistent with the experience of other post-communist countries.25 Although the effect is not statistically different from zero, urban population size is negatively related to turnout, indicating that as the size of the urban population increases, turnout decreases. The coefficient for urban population, however, masks regional differences in the relationship between the size of the urban population and turnout. As Figure 5 suggests, there was a noticeable decline in turnout in northern districts as the size of the urban population increases, while there was no appreciable change in southern districts.26 What is noticeable for our purposes is the difference in this effect between 2010 and 2011 in the north (Panel A). The pattern in the south in 2010 and 2011 is very similar, with the size of the urban population having little to no effect on turnout (Panel B); however, in the north the effect of the urban-rural variable on turnout was greater in 2011


    



    Figure 5. The Relationship between the Size of the Urban Population and District Level Turnout, 2010 and 2011
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    Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki; Natsional’nyi statisticheskii komitet Kyrgyzskoi Respublik.


    



    than in 2010. For example, while turnout increased between 2010 and 2011 in northern urban areas by 11 percentage points (52 percent to 63 percent), in rural areas the increase was even larger, at 23 points (57 percent to 80 percent).


    High turnout rates in rural areas no doubt reflect in part the lower levels of anonymity in the countryside, which, as Kostadinova and Power argue, heightens the pressure to vote.27 Scott Radnitz puts the issue in the following way in his impressive study of mobilization in rural Kyrgyzstan:


    At the individual level, how did people decide whether to participate?....[M]ost people’s decisions were heavily influenced by other people in their social networks. A higher level of participation among one’s neighbors did not necessarily increase the benefits of participating, but it significantly raised the anticipated (social) costs of staying home.28


    Although rural-urban distinctions can help us understand the variation in turnout between northern districts, they do not solve the puzzle of why northern voters were so active in 2011.


    The most compelling explanations for the turnout differential, we believe, rest on the distinct regional perceptions of the stakes of the 2011 election as well as the large number of southern labor migrants who were unable to cast a vote on election day. Limited opportunities in the fledgling domestic economy had for many years encouraged job-seekers to look for employment opportunities abroad. In a survey conducted two months before the presidential election, a third of households indicated that one or more family members had left the country to seek work abroad, and approximately half of those households reported that two or more family members worked abroad.29 The most recent census figures, from 2009, indicated that over 267,000 citizens worked outside their home district, with the vast majority of those employed abroad, especially in Russia and Kazakhstan.30 Because the south is the less economically vibrant region, it provided the lion’s share – almost 82 percent – of such workers. (See Figure 6)


    



    


    
      Figure 6: Labor Migrants by District, 2009
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        Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki: WGS 1984

      


      
        



        



        



        


        Figure 7. Turnout Comparison: Labor Migrants Included vs. Labor Migrants Excluded (2011)
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        Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki; Natsional’nyi statisticheskii komitet Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki.


      


      



      How much of the turnout gap between north and south would we expect to be explained by the absence from the polls of labor migrants? Figure 7 presents turnout recalculated with labor migrants excluded from the registered population. With this recalculation, turnout increases in both north and south. However, the increase in the north was only 2 points, while in the south the increase was 8 points. Thus, the differences in levels of labor migration by region appear to explain about 6 points of the turnout differential between the north and south. However, this number is a significant underestimation of this effect, given that the census count of labor migrants is far below that of the widely-cited estimates of labor migrants, whose numbers increased after the 2009 census as a result of the recovering economies in Russia and Kazakhstan. Whereas numbers of labor migrants are difficult to determine with precision, there are firm data on remittances from Russia to Kyrgyzstan, and from 2009 to 2011, the amount of money sent back to Kyrgyzstan almost doubled ($862,900,000 to $1,597,500,000), while the remittances increased by over 37 percent from 2010 to 2011.31 Although the differential between the number of northern and southern labor migrants is key to understanding turnout patterns in the north and south in 2011, the demographic factor alone is insufficient to explain the discrepancies between the two areas of the country between the parliamentary and presidential elections. We turn next, therefore, to a consideration of differing regional perceptions of electoral consequences as an explanation of turnout variation.32


      As numerous electoral studies have illustrated, the stakes of an election can be a major driver of turnout.33 In the case of Kyrgyzstan, the populations of the north and south approached the presidential election in October 2011 with different expectations and fears, and different interpretations of what had occurred in the parliamentary election of October 2010. For northern elites, the strong showing of the two major southern parties in the parliamentary contest had been unexpected and unwelcome. After all, these parties had just been formed in the months before the election and had no track record, and yet one of them, Ata Jurt, emerged victorious in the sense that it won the most seats in the parliament. This outcome ensured that northern leaders would not underestimate the electoral potential of their counterparts in the south in the presidential poll.


      For southern voters, the parliamentary election results in 2010 had heightened their disillusionment with the new rules of the political game and the regional correlation of political forces that emerged from that game. As we indicated earlier, although three parties with roots in the north gained seats in the parliament, only one southern party, Ata-Jurt, was represented in parliament (the fifth party, Respublica, had significant support among ethnic Kyrgyz in both regions). The under-representation of southern parties in parliament reflected in part the failure of a major southern party, Butun Kyrgyzstan, to cross the five percent national threshold. It fell just shy of the mark because of the massive expansion of the voters’ rolls through same-day registration and the linking of the threshold to the number of registered versus actual voters. Butun Kyrgyzstan’s leader, Adakhan Madumarov, who would finish in second place in the presidential race in 2011, was unsuccessful in his attempts to challenge the outcome of the parliamentary election.


      Surveys conducted shortly after the presidential election indicated how far apart the two regions were in their support for the northern-dominated incumbent government and in their perceptions of the conditions in the country. Not surprisingly, almost twice as many southerners as northerners supported the calling of early parliamentary elections (47 percent to 27 percent). When asked whether they believed Kyrgyzstan was heading in the right or wrong direction, twice as many southerners (40 percent to 20 percent) responded that the country was going in the wrong direction. This southern pessimism about the country’s condition was also evident in responses to a question about whether Kyrgyzstan’s economic situation had improved over the previous 12 months. Where 50 percent of northerners responded that it had improved a lot or somewhat, only 30 percent of southerners saw improvement. When asked whether their household’s financial situation had improved over the previous year, 44 percent of northerners said it had improved, while only 28 percent of southern respondents believed it had.34


      Going into the presidential election campaign, southerners had good reason, therefore, to feel a lower sense of efficacy and a weaker attachment to the new regime than their northern counterparts. The new institutional arrangements had produced electoral outcomes that were consolidating the regime transition begun in April 2010, a transition that shifted the center of political power from the south to the north. Thus, northerners viewed the presidential election of 2011 as an opportunity to cement their political advantage. At the same time, they sought to prevent a southern revanche that would have resulted not only in a removal from power of northern incumbents but a likely change in the political regime itself, given that parliamentarism enjoyed limited support among southern political elites, many of whom preferred a presidential model of government. The election was therefore a referendum on the current regime as well as an opportunity to select a president.35


      For northern elites intent on maximizing turnout in their region, the two serious southern contenders for the presidency, Adakhan Madumarov and Kamchibek Tashiev, were ideal candidates.36 Their frequently intemperate remarks and their brusque and aggressive political styles – especially that of Madumarov – played into northern stereotypes about the backwardness and brutality of southern leaders.37 For the more secular and russified northerners, these stereotypes had been deepened in previous months by the behavior of a few southern members of parliament, who had engaged in fistfights on the legislature’s floor, and slaughtered a sheep near the parliament building. As one might expect, the northern press warned of the dire consequences for the north and the country as a whole if either Madumarov or Tashiev were elected.38 In the words of the OSCE observation mission, “the political discourse [during the campaign] focused on the distinctions between northern and southern regions of the country.”39


      Writing the day after the election, one journalist attributed the unusual turnout in the north directly to the behavior of the two leading southern candidates. In her view, their campaigns promised a settling of scores and the return to the country of the former president, Bakiev, who had been in forced exile in Belarus since 2010. From the beginning of the year, she wrote, people had talked in the south about having a “consolidated vote” for a single southern candidate, and in her view this produced a reaction in the north.40 Tashiev’s promise at a press conference on October 28 to launch another revolution if the election was not conducted fairly no doubt further unsettled northern voters. In the event of a dirty election, Tashiev said, “not tens or hundreds of thousands but millions will come out onto the streets.”41 Moreover, because the departing president, Roza Otunbaeva, was threatened by some southern elites with the Yulia Timoshenko treatment, a reference to the jailing of the Ukrainian prime minister after she left office, Otunbaeva herself had every reason to rally support behind the scenes for Atambaev.42


      The majoritarian electoral rules provided an added incentive for a high northern turnout in the first round and concentrating northern votes on a single candidacy, that of Atambaev. To assure that the northern vote would not be unduly divided, several northern presidential candidates, with impressive credentials but little chance of proceeding to the second round, stood down in favor of the front-runner from the north, Atambaev.43 These maneuvers allowed Atambaev to face off directly against Madumarov and Tashiev, who enjoyed roughly equal support among southern voters. Whereas southern voters in this scenario were essentially deciding who would represent the region in the second round, northern voters had the ability to decide the outcome of the election in the first round by exhibiting regional solidarity, which required turning out in large numbers and voting for the front-runner.44 A first-round victory also had the advantage of avoiding a direct north-south electoral battle in the second round, which could have destabilized the country.45 Finally, presidents in the post-communist world strove to win elections in the first round in order to assure their authority before domestic audiences and leaders in the region, and Atambaev was no exception to this rule. Thus, the incentive structure was aligned for a high northern turnout and a first-round victory for Atambaev.46


      Although incentives give individuals reasons to vote, or to vote for a particular candidate or party, they are not in themselves sufficient to guarantee turnout. Voters must still be mobilized, and here Atambaev enjoyed three major advantages over his opponents that help explain his margin of victory and the high participation rates among his northern base. First, he outspent his opponents by a considerable margin. Official figures reported by the Central Election Commission in mid-October 2011, two weeks before the election, showed that Atambaev’s campaign had raised more than 35 million soms (about 1 million dollars), more than his two nearest competitors combined.47 Unofficial reports suggest that he in fact spent more than all of the other campaigns together.48 Second, although he had stepped down from his position as prime minister to contest the election, Atambaev was the de facto incumbent in the race and as such he received media attention that was more frequent and favorable than that of his opponents. Media monitoring conducted by OSCE observers during the last two months of the campaign found that the two main TV channels devoted more than 20 percent of their coverage to the government, and most of it was favorable. Another broadcast outlet, Channel 5, “showed a visible preference for Mr. Atambaev through several promotional reports aired in its news program,” according to an OSCE report.49


      Finally, Atambaev enjoyed access to “administrative resources” that dwarfed those of his opponents. In post-communist elections, administrative resources include government personnel, offices, and equipment that are marshaled in support of candidates and thereby supplement the usual mobilizational instruments available to electoral campaigns.50 For example, Atambaev’s campaign directed school and university officials to transport students to rallies at which the president spoke in order to inflate the crowd.51


      Although it is not possible to obtain reliable data on the extent of administrative resources employed in electoral contests, knowing the variation across districts in the number of government workers allows us to test whether a higher share of such workers in a district is associated with a higher turnout and a higher vote percentage for the candidate – usually an incumbent – who is in a position to mobilize these workers. We assume that the candidate controlling the administrative resources, in this case Atambaev, will target those districts where support for him is the strongest. Thus, our expectation is that if Atambaev had been able to use administrative resources effectively, there would have been a higher turnout and a higher pro-Atambaev vote in districts with a larger share of government workers among the employed population.


      Census data divide government workers in Kyrgyzstan into three categories – civil servants; teachers and educational employees; and health professionals – with the latter two categories often referred to collectively as “budget workers.” We combined these three categories into one variable measuring the percentage of the district workforce employed by the state. Though the coefficient for government workers in Table 1 is not significant, the sign is positive, suggesting larger numbers of public sector workers are associated with higher turnout. When we examine the effect of public sector employment across the northern and southern regions (Figure 8), however, we find the inverse of what we expected, with larger numbers of government workers associated with modestly lower levels of turnout in the north and higher turnout in the south. The results of these analyses are not consistent, therefore, with what the literature on post-communist elections would have predicted. One may conclude from this finding that at least in the case of Kyrgyzstan, government workers appear to be no more vulnerable than other citizens to mobilizational appeals by powerful incumbents seeking to ensure their election or re-election. These findings clearly invite a replication of this analysis in other post-communist countries to determine whether the literature has overstated the effectiveness of administrative resources as a mobilizational tool of incumbents, at least as it relates to turnout levels of state employees.


      



      Figure 8. The Effect of the Size of the Public Sector Workforce on Turnout (North/South)
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      Source: Tsentral’naia komissiia po vyboram i provedeniiu referendumov Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki; Natsional’nyi statisticheskii komitet Kyrgyzskoi Respubliki


      



      Conclusion


      A central finding of this paper is that in a founding election with a deeply-divided electorate, the stakes of the contest can trump other factors that bear on voter turnout. Again following Franklin, what seemed to matter in Kyrgyzstan in 2011 was not the characteristics of the individual voter but the character of the election.52 The wrinkle in Kyrgyzstan was that voters in the two major regions of the country viewed the character of the election differently. To use the language of Pacek, Pop-Eleches, and Tucker, where southerners succumbed to “depressing disenchantment,” in which difficult conditions reduced turnout, northern voters were motivated to turn out by a high-stakes contest.53 Although one must be careful about extending the Ukrainian analogy to Kyrgyzstan, there was in the Kyrgyzstani south some of the same disillusionment with the central authorities that one found in the Ukrainian east in 2014. In both cases, political forces representing primarily one region of the country had toppled an elected president from the other major region.54


      In Kyrgyzstan, where the parliamentary and presidential elections were so close in time, the only dynamic variables that appeared capable of significantly reshaping turnout patterns were the share of labor migrants from each region as well as the stakes of the election and the electoral supply—that is the candidate choices presented to the voters. While there was an extensive array of parties available to the electorate in the 2010 parliamentary election, the 2011 presidential contest presented a much simpler choice to the voters, with one leading northern candidate, the de facto incumbent, facing off in a winner-take-all contest against two prominent candidates from the south, candidates who were widely viewed as intemperate southern nationalists with close ties to the Bakiev regime. In this sense, the electoral supply and the electoral stakes were intimately connected.


      How perceptions of a high stakes election were translated into a vote of acclamation by northern voters, especially those in rural districts, remains to be explained. Whereas higher turnout in the West is often associated with effective formal mobilizing organizations, like political parties, in many developing societies like Kyrgyzstan it is informal networks, built on authoritative local elites, that prove most successful in encouraging popular political participation.55 Local politicians in Kyrgyzstan have been remarkably adept over the last decade in bringing out supporters to protest perceived slights by the central authorities. Thus, it should not be surprising that in a country like Kyrgyzstan, a combination of dense informal networks, deferential attitudes to authority, and a narrative explaining the high stakes of an election should have enabled highly-motivated local elites – acting as the agents of national leaders – to create a spike in voter turnout in selected districts. Researchers in Latin America, for example, have found “that more regionalized rather than more nationalized electoral systems generate higher turnout rates [which]…may reflect the ongoing impact of personalism and populism at the subnational level.”56 What is needed at this point is careful fieldwork that reveals the precise messages and organizational mechanisms that prompted northern voters, and especially those living in ethnic Kyrgyz villages, to go to the polls in such large numbers in October 2011.57


      In his seminal work on the politics of ethnicity, a concept that embraced distinctions based on region, language, and religion as well as ethnos, Donald Horowitz observed that in certain polarizing environments, election results can parallel the census.58 In northern Kyrgyzstan, the presidential election of 2011 was indeed an election by acclamation, in terms of both turnout and candidate preference. As Horowitz argues, such elections, where one’s group loyalty to region or ethnicity trumps all other factors, invite other identity groups to close ranks themselves in subsequent elections, until electoral outcomes are no longer uncertain.


      It is too early, however, to conclude that Kyrgyzstan is going the way of Belgium, with its two distinct communities, or that subsequent elections will descend into contests where divisions between north and south guarantee the electoral outcome. First, as both recent elections illustrated, the south is far from solid. Not only did many ethnic Uzbeks from the south vote for northern-based parties in the 2010 parliamentary election, but many southern Kyrgyz as well as Uzbeks voted for Atambaev in the presidential election. Second, if the threat of a southern revanche recedes, the fears that drove northern Kyrgyz to the polls in 2011 will also subside. Barring another descent into chaos, or the presence in subsequent presidential elections of highly polarizing front-runners, such as Madumarov and Tashiev, it will be difficult to replicate the atmosphere needed to portray an election in apocalyptic terms. Finally, as former President Otunbaeva has argued, there is enough uniting northern and southern Kyrgyz to encourage the emergence of political forces that look beyond regional distinctions. The success in the 2012 local elections of the more ecumenical Zamandash party may be an indication that the politics of identity has peaked in Kyrgyzstan. Such integrative movements, however, continue to face potent resistance from politicians whose careers rest on particularist appeals.
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          56 Carolina Fornos, Timothy Power, and James Garand. 2004. “Explaining Voter Turnout in Latin America, 1980 to 2000.” Comparative Political Studies 37 (8): 930. On the role of patron-client relations in post-communist elections, see Brian Moraski and William Reisinger. 2002. Interpreting Voter Turnout in Russia: A Temporal and Cross-Regional Analysis. Paper presented to the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, April 25-28. Chicago, Illinois.

        


        
          57 It would also be useful, of course, to have individual-level data from surveys that would probe motivations for voting and mechanisms of mobilization.

        


        
          58 Donald Horowitz. 1985. Ethnic Groups in Conflict. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, pp. 326-330.
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			Abstract: Recent research on democratization has examined the relationship between exposure to information communication technology (ICT) and democratization. Supporters of the positive influence of ICT believe that it can further democratization by providing an alternative source of information and by helping activists organize against an authoritarian regime. However, cases where authoritarian governments have prevented successful democratic transition despite the use of ICT by the opposition challenge claims ICT promotes democracy. What is especially problematic for proponents of the democratizing influence of ICT are cases where a relatively unrestricted ICT coexists with an authoritarian regime. In other words, even when governments allow a “free” internet, ICT still has a minimal effect. Why? One, ICT does not always succeed in organizing protests against the regime because of the high level of coercive capacity and/or elite cohesion of the authoritarian regime, enabling leaders to resist pressure to democratize. Second, ICT will only have a limited impact if the local opposition forces are weak. Third, even if ICT helps facilitate mass mobilization, the resulting activities are often insufficient to bring about full democratization because of structural and institutional barriers to democratization. In this article, I test these hypotheses by explaining the cases of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, both countries with authoritarian governments and relatively free access to ICT.

			One of the persistent questions in comparative politics is: What explains democratization?1 Recent research has moved beyond the focus on economic, cultural, or elite-based theories to examine new variables, including the relationship between exposure to information communication technology (ICT) and democratization.2 In January 2010, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton stated that a free, open internet was essential for democracy and called internet activity the new samizdat.3 Supporters of the positive influence of ICT believe that the development of the internet and social media can further democratization by providing an alternative source of information, a forum for groups to organize against the authoritarian regime, and a way to gain international attention about the human rights abuses of a regime. These proponents point to use of Facebook in Tunisia and Egypt and successful cases of cyber protests in Russia and China as evidence of the power of the internet.4 However, cases where authoritarian governments have prevented successful democratic transition despite the use of ICT by the opposition (e.g., Iran’s Green Revolution) challenge the optimistic claims about ICT promoting democracy. Furthermore, “successful” cases of cyberprotests in Russia or China may bring about small changes, but do not fundamentally alter the political system. Why, despite the rhetoric and hope of events like the “Arab Spring,” has the internet had a limited impact on democratization?

			Much of the existing literature that is critical of the democratizing influence of ICT emphasizes how authoritarian governments can control and manipulate ICT to prevent challenges and maintain their rule.5 What is more problematic for proponents of the democratizing influence of ICT are cases where a relatively unrestricted ICT coexists with an autocratic regime. In other words, even when governments allow a “free” internet, ICT still has a minimal effect. Why? There are three reasons for the limited influence of ICT on democratization. One, ICT does not always succeed in organizing influential activities and protests against the regime because of the strength of the regime. Authoritarian governments vary in their ability to respond to democratic challenges to their rule and in their coercive capacity. Authoritarian governments with a high level of coercive capacity and/or elite cohesion are able to resist protests demanding democratization. Second, ICT will only have a limited impact if the local opposition forces are weak. ICT is only a resource; without unified, organized pro-democratic opposition parties and civil society organizations able to engage in off-line activities, ICT has little influence on regime type. ICT is not a “magic solution” to complex political issues.6 Third, even if ICT helps facilitate mass mobilization, such recruitment is often insufficient to bring about full democratization because of structural and institutional barriers that ICT and mobilization are unable to change significantly, at least in the short-term. These barriers to democratization include factors such as an unfavorable international environment and the existence of internal or external conflict. In this article, I contribute to the debate about the relationship between ICT and democracy by exploring rarely investigated cases where unrestricted ICT has little influence on democratization.

			The next section introduces the two cases of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. Then I explore the existing literature about the influence of ICT on democracy and the relevant literature about the challenge of postcommunist democratization. Scholars have found that international, institutional, economic, and elite-level variables have all contributed to the persistence of authoritarianism in the post-Soviet region. Building on this research, I develop a theory to explain the limited influence of ICT on democratization. The third section presents the case studies, where I examine the co-existence of authoritarianism and a relatively free internet. The last section offers some preliminary conclusions about the role of ICT in democratization.

			Case Selection

			In this article, I examine the influence of ICT on democratization by analyzing several countries of the former Soviet Union. The combination of some similar conditions (former Soviet states) with significant differences in regime outcomes (democracy to authoritarian) offers benefits for studying the relationship between ICT and regime type (see Table 1). 

			The states vary in terms of location from Europe, where democracy is common, to Central Asia, one of the most undemocratic regions of the world. The countries also differ in terms of access to the internet and the degree of freedom on the net. I will focus on the cases of Armenia and

			

Table 1: Regime Type and the Internet

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Country

							(arranged by region)

						
							
							Freedom in the World Freedom Rating (2014)

							(1-7 scale, with 1 the most free)

						
							
							Internet Penetration Rate

						
							
							Freedom on Net Scores 

							(1-100 scale, with 1 the fewest restrictions on the internet)

						
					

					
							
							Estonia

						
							
							1

						
							
							79%

						
							
							9 (free)

						
					

					
							
							Latvia

						
							
							2

						
							
							No data

						
							
							No data

						
					

					
							
							Lithuania

						
							
							1

						
							
							No data

						
							
							No data

						
					

					
							
							Belarus

						
							
							6.5

						
							
							47%

						
							
							67 (not free)

						
					

					
							
							Ukraine

						
							
							3.5

						
							
							34%

						
							
							28 (free)

						
					

					
							
							Moldova

						
							
							3

						
							
							No data

						
							
							No data

						
					

					
							
							Russia

						
							
							5.5

						
							
							53%

						
							
							54 (partly free)

						
					

					
							
							Armenia

						
							
							4.5

						
							
							39%

						
							
							29 (free)

						
					

					
							
							Azerbaijan

						
							
							6

						
							
							54%

						
							
							52 (partly free)

						
					

					
							
							Georgia

						
							
							3

						
							
							46%

						
							
							26 (free)

						
					

					
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							5.5

						
							
							53%

						
							
							59 (partly free)

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							5

						
							
							22%

						
							
							35 (partly free)

						
					

					
							
							Tajikistan

						
							
							6

						
							
							No data

						
							
							No data

						
					

					
							
							Turkmenistan

						
							
							7

						
							
							16.2%*

						
							
							No data

						
					

					
							
							Uzbekistan

						
							
							7

						
							
							37%

						
							
							78 (not free)

						
					

				
			

			Note: * includes the 14 percent with mobile access.

			Source: All data from Freedom House Freedom in the World or Freedom on the Net reports. Freedom House. 2014. Freedom in the World, at https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2014#.VHtgcMkXI6I, accessed November 28, 2014.  Freedom House. 2013. Freedom on the Net, at http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/freedom-net-2013#.U4dLZCi8D9s, accessed February 16, 2014.



			Kyrgyzstan because they are countries where there is a high degree of internet freedom but limited democratization. In places where there are significant restrictions on the internet it is harder to assess its influence on democratization. If it has limited influence, then scholars can justifiably argue it is because of the restrictions on access. For example, in Turkmenistan only 16 percent of the population has access to the internet, the government severely represses any off-line or online activity against its rule, and it is one of the most authoritarian countries in the world. It is no surprise that, under these circumstances, ICT fails to encourage democratization. In cases where there are high levels of internet freedom and democracy, the level of democracy almost always pre-dates the development of widespread internet exposure (e.g. Estonia). In Armenia there is a relatively high level of internet penetration (39%) and there is little government control over content and access, but the country has a “competitive authoritarian” regime. Such regimes have regular elections and opposition parties that can contest elections. However, elections are rarely fair, civil liberties are regularly violated, and there is no level playing field for opposition parties.7 Freedom House’s 2014 Nations in Transit report ranked Armenia’s electoral process as 5.75 (on a scale of 1 to 7, where 7 is the least free), its national democratic governance as 5.75, and its civil society as 3.75, demonstrating its status as a competitive authoritarian regime. Kyrgyzstan, other than having a lower level of internet penetration, is similar to Armenia in that it also is a competitive authoritarian regime which places few restrictions on the internet. If ICT does have an impact, it should be in Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. These are the most likely cases for ICT to influence democratization. Eckstein argues that “most-likely” cases are those that ought to confirm theories, “if any cases can be expected to do so.”8 If the most likely cases do not confirm a theory, then this can invalidate a theory or mean that modifications are necessary.9 Therefore, both countries are “crucial cases” for exploring the relationship between ICT and democracy.

			Combining Literatures: Explaining the Limited Influence of ICT in Post-Soviet States

			Advocates of ICT as a source of democratization propose that technology, especially the internet, can encourage democracy by spreading democratic ideas, providing alternative information about the government, and enabling collective action. The majority of the literature about ICT does not engage with theories about the durability of authoritarian regimes or with structural barriers to democratization. Research on the persistence of authoritarianism in certain regions, especially the Middle East and Central Asia, can provide insight on why ICT may have minimal influence on democratization.

			Philip Howard argues that, combined with other socio-economic factors, the spread of ICT is a necessary and sufficient cause of democratization. “Today, no democratic transition is possible without information technology.”10 Furthermore, in some authoritarian countries, such as China, the internet, especially blogs and social media, has become a forum for critiquing the government. “By empowering users to be both consumers and producers of information; by making it possible to fact-check and monitor the state; and by enabling activists to organise more readily and rapidly the internet and the new social media have created a space in which the aggregated acts of online users challenge existing power structures, particularly informational, and disseminate norms and practices that are democratising.”11 

			Most arguments discussing the democratizing influences of ICT focus on two broad mechanisms: 1) the internet as an independent source of information that helps to challenge the autocratic regime’s narrative and propaganda; 2) ICT as a tool for helping people organize against the regime. Lysenko and Desouza document how the internet is the only source of independent information in Russia.12 This mechanism is often the one emphasized by policy-makers and the media.13 However, in terms of encouraging democratization, exposure to alternative sources of information is not sufficient. Change requires people to actively challenge the legitimacy of the regime. Therefore, for ICT to have influence on democratization, it has to have the ability to facilitate offline political activity. Unfortunately, it is often more difficult to use ICT to organize against the regime than it is to use it as a source of information. As King, Pan and Roberts found in China, the organization of collective action against the regime is feared more than criticisms of local government officials and therefore repressed more vigorously by the Chinese Communist Party.14 Even if activists can avoid repression, the government can still restrict access to websites. For example, during the 2009 Iranian presidential elections, Mir Hossein Mousavi’s campaign tried to use Facebook to rally supporters, but the government blocked access. In extreme circumstances, many states have the ability to “shut off” the whole internet, as President Mubarak did in Egypt during the 2011 protests. Morovoz and others have also documented how authoritarian states have developed sophisticated technology and methods to control ICT and use it for regime propaganda and surveillance.15 Even when the internet is not restricted, the majority of political activity on-line deals with specific, local issues, not general challenges to the whole political system. As Ian Bremmer states ICT is “value neutral” and not “inherently pro-democratic.”16 

			Theories about ICT, authoritarian persistence, and causes of democracy provide three hypotheses for why ICT has a limited influence on democratization. First, some governments have greater capacity for repression and ability to control ICT in order to counter the activities of online civic organizations and democracy activists.17 Multiple theories about the persistence of authoritarianism focus on the nature of the regime, especially coercive capacity, ruling party strength, and elite cohesion. Lucan Way argues that one source of autocratic stability is the “autocrat’s command over an extensive, cohesive, well-funded, and experienced coercive apparatus that can reliably harass regime opposition and put down protests.”18 The coercive capacity of the authoritarian regime and the degree of loyalty of the security forces can influence the ability of authoritarian leaders to stay in power. 

			Along with considering coercive capacity, other theories emphasize the importance of the strength of the ruling party or the nature of elite unity and contestation to explain authoritarian persistence. Jason Brownlee has demonstrated that strong ruling parties are an important reason for authoritarian durability.19 Strong ruling political parties can help maintain authoritarian rule by preventing elite defection through the distribution of patronage.20 Elite unity is also seen as important for regime consolidation. Hale, combining arguments about elite contestation and unity with the influence of institutions on elite behavior, argues that systems of patronal presidentialism, where a president has significant formal powers and a high degree of informal power from patron-client relationships,21 can be durable until there is a potential transfer of power.22 In postcommunist states, where political and economic power is intertwined because of the nature of privatization, the president has economic resources available for patronage. Elites are dependent on the president for economic resources and often their positions, enabling the patronal president to divide and rule elites.23 Under these systems authoritarianism is durable as long as elites believe that the president will remain in power. Only if there is a possibility the autocratic leader will step down (e.g., is sick or announces he/she will not run again) will there be elite challenges to his or her rule. In other words, ICT will be unlikely to bring about regime change during periods of elite cohesion because few elites will risk losing everything to challenge the president. 

			In the post-Soviet cases with high coercive capacity and elite cohesion, such as Uzbekistan, the government is able to tightly control ICT and severely punish any civil society organization or activists  willing to challenge the government. In less repressive authoritarian regimes, governments can use sophisticated technology to monitor the internet extensively and take action to prevent any activities against the state. When there are strong ruling parties and elite cohesion, reforming or changing the regime is difficult. Even if activists successfully utilize ICT to mobilize large protests, an authoritarian regime with effective coercive capacity can prevent those protests from bringing about regime change. Many strategies and tactics, including the use of ICT, struggle to bring about regime change under these circumstances.

			Second, the existence, strength, and organizational capacity of civil society and opposition leaders strongly effects how much influence ICT will have on democratization. Several studies of the impact of ICT have found that the degree of “human skill and facility in using the networks” influences outcomes.24 Diffusion arguments also emphasize the importance of local activists and supportive conditions.25 Furthermore, the proficiency of activists in avoiding the scrutiny and controls of the state varies and those most adept at doing so will be more likely to survive and organize against the state. 

			Many post-Soviet states struggle with weak political party development, a high degree of fragmentation, and an anemic civil society. As Pridham notes, political parties are a central element of democratic consolidation.26 The majority of post-Soviet states have weak political party systems that fail to fulfill important roles necessary for democracy: representing citizens’ interests, engaging citizens in the democratic process, structuring political choices in elections, and taking responsibility for governing.27 Multiple studies of illiberal democracies and transitioning countries have found that the unity of the opposition is also important for successful regime change.28 Unfortunately, many illiberal regimes, and especially post-Soviet states, struggle to develop cohesive, effective pro-democratic opposition political parties. In addition, the democratic opposition is weak in many post-Soviet states because of the lack of support from a vibrant civil society, which is partially the legacy of seventy years of communism and partially the result of oppression (see Table 2). In cases where the pro-democratic opposition political parties are fragmented and civil society is weak, ICT is likely have a limited effect on reform because of the lack of strong local activists. 

			

Table 2: Civil Society in Post-Soviet States 

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Country

							(arranged by region)

						
							
							Nations in Transit Civil 

							Society Score, 2014 (1-7 scale, with 1 the best ranking)

						
					

					
							
							Estonia

						
							
							1.75

						
					

					
							
							Latvia

						
							
							1.75

						
					

					
							
							Lithuania

						
							
							1.75

						
					

					
							
							Belarus

						
							
							6.5

						
					

					
							
							Ukraine

						
							
							2.5

						
					

					
							
							Moldova

						
							
							3.25

						
					

					
							
							Russia

						
							
							5.75

						
					

					
							
							Armenia

						
							
							3.75

						
					

					
							
							Azerbaijan

						
							
							6.5

						
					

					
							
							Georgia

						
							
							3.75

						
					

					
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							6.25

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							4.5

						
					

					
							
							Tajikistan

						
							
							6.25

						
					

					
							
							Turkmenistan

						
							
							7

						
					

					
							
							Uzbekistan

						
							
							7

						
					

				
			

			

The international environment can either support democracy or authoritarianism. Multiple studies have found that geographic proximity to democratic states increases the probability of a country being democratic.29 Such claims imply that democratic diffusion is more likely when states are geographically close. “Democratic diffusion is the idea that democratic ideas and norms spread across borders: the more democratic states in the region, the more likely an authoritarian state is to become democratic.”30 Both large-N statistical analysis and case study based approaches have shown that democratic diffusion occurs and that it can encourage democratization.31 Levitsky and Way also argue that the linkages between states can encourage the spread of democracy.32 Therefore, ICT is more likely to have a democratizing influence if the international environment of a state is supportive of democratization, such as having a large number of democratic neighbors or significant international assistance for democratic activities. International assistance for democratization can strengthen local civil society and assist democracy activists, which can then use ICT as a tool to organize against the regime. 

			If the international environment is more supportive of authoritarianism, then this may counter any efforts to use ICT to spread democracy. States can provide assistance to autocratic regimes on how to monitor the internet or offer economic assistance to strengthen the regime against any democratic threat. In Central Asia the lack of any democratic neighbors or strong linkages to democratic regions, such as Europe or the United States, results in weak international pressure or support for democracy (see Table 3). Furthermore, not only is there weak international support for democracy but Russia is actively seeking to encourage authoritarianism and prevent democratization across the region.33 

			

Table 3: Democratic and Authoritarian Neighborhoods

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Country

							(arranged by region)

						
							
							Geographic 

							Location

						
							
							Percentage of Neighboring States that are Fully Democratic (1 or 2 on Freedom House Freedom Rating scores) (%)

						
					

					
							
							Estonia

						
							
							Baltics

						
							
							66

						
					

					
							
							Latvia

						
							
							Baltics

						
							
							50

						
					

					
							
							Lithuania

						
							
							Baltics

						
							
							50

						
					

					
							
							Belarus

						
							
							East Europe

						
							
							60

						
					

					
							
							Ukraine

						
							
							East Europe

						
							
							57

						
					

					
							
							Moldova

						
							
							SE Europe

						
							
							50

						
					

					
							
							Russia

						
							
							Eurasia

						
							
							42

						
					

					
							
							Armenia

						
							
							Caucasus

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Azerbaijan

						
							
							Caucasus

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Georgia

						
							
							Caucasus

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Kazakhstan

						
							
							Central Asia

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							Central Asia

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Tajikistan

						
							
							Central Asia

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Turkmenistan

						
							
							Central Asia

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Uzbekistan

						
							
							Central Asia

						
							
							0

						
					

				
			

			

I used Freedom House’s Freedom on the Net reports, along with other independent analyses, to assess the level of government control over ICT. In order to assess the degree of consolidation of the authoritarian regime, I examined the economic status of the country, the government’s control over the forces of coercion, and the cohesion of the ruling party. I measured the strength of the opposition by assessing the unity of various opposition political parties and how active civil society organizations are. I used the amount of economic assistance provided, aid for civil society, and the degree of diplomatic involvement as measures of the extent and nature of the international involvement. 

			Unrestricted Internet and Authoritarianism 

			Armenia has a free internet and a competitive authoritarian regime. Although not as free as Armenia, Kyrgyzstan has fewer restrictions on the internet than the level of authoritarianism would predict. Furthermore, the internet in Kyrgyzstan has been used to successfully organize against the government, but such efforts have not resulted in improvements in the level of democracy in the country. Why has ICT access not translated into significant democratization in these countries? 

			As Table 4 demonstrates, both countries lack strong opposition parties or civil society movements able to utilize the internet to organize against the authoritarian government. There is also a lack of strong international support for democracy and a legacy of conflict. However, only Armenia has a strong authoritarian regime with significant coercive capacity. The primary reason for the inability of ICT to support significant democratization in Kyrgyzstan is the weakness of the pro-democracy opposition. In contrast, the coercive capacity of Armenia has enabled the government to prevent any major challenges to its rule, including any developing from the use of ICT.

			

Table 4: Information Communication Technology Outliers

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Authoritarian Regime

						
							
							Local Pro- democracy Opposition/Activists

						
							
							International Environment

						
							
							Structural Barriers for Democracy

						
					

					
							
							Armenia

						
							
							Strong coercive capacity & moderate elite unity

						
							
							Weak

						
							
							Moderately supportive of authoritarianism

						
							
							Unresolved Conflict

						
					

					
							
							Kyrgyzstan

						
							
							Weak coercive capacity & low elite unity

						
							
							Weak

						
							
							Moderately supportive of authoritarianism

						
							
							Internal ethnic conflict

						
					

				
			

			

			

Armenia

			Armenia gained independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Independence coincided with the outbreak of war with Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh region, dominated by Armenians but technically located within Azerbaijan. By the time of the 1994 ceasefire, Armenia had gained control over the enclave and approximately 9 percent of Azerbaijan’s territory, providing a territorial link between Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. Despite a ceasefire, the conflict remains unresolved and continues to have political and economic consequences. Both Azerbaijan and Turkey instituted economic blockades of Armenia because of the war, causing economic challenges for Armenia. Armenia’s GNI per capita was only $3,720 in 2012 and approximately 32 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.34 Politically, the continual security threat from Azerbaijan helps to justify the existence of a powerful security apparatus.

			Armenia had relatively free elections in 1991. However, since then all of the elections have been marred by electoral fraud and manipulation. The Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) election observer mission to the 2013 presidential elections in Armenia witnessed “instances of intimidation and pressure on voters” which prevented voters from being able to cast their vote “without fear of retribution.”35 However, Freedom House’s Freedom of the Net report categorized Armenia as having a “free” internet. “Armenian internet users enjoy access to internet resources without limitation, including peer-to-peer networks, voice and instant messaging services such as Skype and Google Talk, and popular social networks such as Facebook, YouTube, and LiveJournal.”36 The Armenian government does not censor information on-line or block access to content. The only exception to this was after the 2008 election-related violence. However, the Armenian government came under international criticism for that post-election violence and its decision to restrict access to the internet. Therefore, since that time the Armenian authorities have not blocked or filtered the internet.37 Clearly, the internet is available as both a source of alternative information about the government and as a tool to organize in support of democracy. 

			A variety of on-line websites provide Armenians with “politically non-biased, neutral, or oppositional opinions” and the “A1+ news editorial (A1plus.am) and Lragir Daily (Lragir.am)” are popular websites that publish articles critical of the government.38 A 2012 poll found that 30 percent of Armenians received information from the internet.39 The internet in Armenia has also been used by civil society to organize off-line activities. For example, the iDitord project was an election monitoring project used in the 2012 parliamentary elections that involved people reporting about electoral fraud at polling places around the country.40 The iDitord project and the availability of alternative sources of information failed to change the outcome of the 2012 parliamentary elections or prevent widespread voter intimidation and vote-buying. ICT has had a limited impact on democracy in Armenia because of the coercive capacity of the regime, problems with the political opposition parties, and weak international support for democracy. 

			Strength of the Authoritarian Regime

			Armenia has a “demonstrably powerful coercive apparatus” because of the size and strength of its military forces.41 Armenia has a military force estimated to be over 40,000 for a population of 3 million.42 Armenia’s successful defeat of Azerbaijan in 1994 helped to strengthen the authoritarian nature of the regime. The unresolved nature of this conflict justifies significant expenditure on the military (18 percent of government spending in 2007) and the predominance of security issues over other reforms. Furthermore, the military victory “generated a set of cadres highly skilled in violence and coercion that became an important bulwark for authoritarian stability.”43 

			One of the main mechanisms through which ICT can help bring about democratization is through facilitating the organization of popular movements, including large demonstrations. However, because of the capabilities, size, and loyalty of the security forces, the presidents of Armenia have been able to repeatedly prevent protests from translating into regime change. A demonstration of over 100,000 people following the electoral fraud in 1996 failed to change the results because the military, “backed by a heavy contingent of Karabagh war veterans –quickly defused the opposition by rapidly closing down opposition party offices and jailing as many as 250 antigovernment leaders.”44 Protests in 2003 and 2004 were also successfully countered by the security forces. The security forces again responded with force against the large demonstrations after the disputed 2008 elections. The security forces followed the orders of the incumbent president, Robert Kocharyan, to violently disperse the crowd and arrested a hundred of the supporters backing opposition leader Levon Ter-Petrossian. Kocharyan was also able to declare and enforce a state of emergency which restricted gatherings, strikes, and the freedom of movement. Therefore, when activists utilized ICT and other means to organize mass movements, they have been unable to bring about political reform because of the coercive capacity of the government.

			Although the coercive capacity of the government is the major source of regime strength and constraint on the influence of ICT, the ruling party in Armenia, the Republican Party (Hayastani Hanrapetakan Kusaktsutyun, HHK) has managed to maintain elite cohesion in support of its rule over the last decade. As Hale argues, elite cohesion is important for regime stability and longevity. One opportunity to bring about change is when there is a succession crisis. However, Serkh Sarkisian’s replacement of President Kocharyan in 2008 was not in doubt for elites because he had managed to recruit significant support among the HHK. Sarkisian’s multiple previous positions in government (minister of defense, chief of staff to the president, prime minister) combined with HHK’s legislative victory in 2007 under his leadership meant elites were unlikely to abandon him for an alternative.45 Furthermore, as a former military leader in Nagorno-Karabakh, Sarkisian had the support of the Armenian military.

			Nature of the Opposition

			The overall weakness of the political opposition and civil society in Armenia limits the influence of ICT on democratization. Throughout the first decade of independence Armenia’s opposition was fragmented and had different positions on major political issues. In the 2003 election the opposition failed to unify around a single candidate or adopt effective campaign strategies.46 The opposition political parties subsequently boycotted the National Assembly from 2003-08.47 Although there was one main opposition candidate in the 2008 presidential elections, Ter-Petrossian, he was the former president who had engaged in electoral fraud in 1996. Ter-Petrossian also had previously used force to end protests against his electoral fraud. Therefore, it is hard to label Ter-Petrossian a pro-democratic candidate compared to the regime’s favored candidate, Sarkisian. Election fraud to ensure Sarkisian’s victory in 2008 provoked twelve days of protests in the capital Yerevan. The security forces ended the protests by engaging in violence that killed ten people and wounded hundreds. Sarkisian was able to become president despite the political turmoil surrounding the election. 

			More recently, the main two opposition parties in Armenia, the Armenian National Congress (Hayastani Azgayin Kongres, HAK) and the Prosperous Armenia Party (Bargavaj Hayastan Kusaktsutyun, BHK), did not have a candidate in the 2013 presidential elections. Not only did they fail to work together, but also each party was unwilling to put forward a candidate for president. The leading opposition candidate became Raffi Hovhannisian, who was from the minor Heritage party (it only had five seats in the National Assembly). When Sarkisian won reelection by a large margin, Hovhannisian declared the elections fraudulent and refused to recognize the results. Hovhannisian was unable to sustain protests against the election results because of his failure to develop policy specific goals and because the rallies produced no results.48 One opposition supporter stated that “The people again appear to be the injured party: new hopes again, and no result. They see no tomorrow and no leader they could rely on.”49 The opposition is “personality-driven and passive between elections.”50 Overall, Armenians do not trust the politicians either in government or the opposition because the political system serves the interests of elites, which control both political and economic resources. Therefore, “society has little leverage over legislative processes or political decision-making; consequently, trust in governing institutions is very low.”51 

			At first glance the civil society situation in Armenia looks positive, as there are over 4,000 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) registered. However, only ten percent of these are active and they often fail to influence government policy.52 For example, civil society organizations have been especially active in the area of environmental issues but they have been unable to prevent an expansion of mining in the Teghut region or at the Amulsar mine.53 Civil society in Armenia is “fractured, undemocratic, and superficial.”54 The combination of weak political opposition parties and weak civil society demonstrates the challenges for democratization in Armenia. The current usage of ICT in Armenia has been unable to overcome these challenges.

			International Environment and Additional Barriers to Democratization

			The United States and the European Union have both been involved in sponsoring pro-democracy programs in Armenia. The United States has provided financial assistance for civil society development and for free and fair elections in Armenia. For example, USAID runs the Civil Society and Local Government Support Program to increase the level of civic activism in Armenia and sponsored monitoring of the 2012 parliamentary and 2013 presidential elections. USAID also funds the Alternative Resources in Media program, which seeks to provide unbiased information to Armenians, especially through the internet (media.am). Out of a budget of $37.6 million, USAID spent $14 million on governance and civil society programs.55 Despite this, Bunce and Wolchik argue that the US assistance has not focused on regime change and there has been little pressure on the Armenian government to democratize.56 

			Armenia is part of the EU’s European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) and Eastern Partnership programs. Under these programs, the EU advocated for democratization in Armenia. However, multiple studies have found that the ENP has had a minor influence on democratization in Armenia.57 Furthermore, actions such as awarding the “Best European of the Year 2009” to a well-known Armenian oligarch with questionable democratic credentials eroded the EU’s moral legitimacy in Armenia.58 A survey of Armenian NGOs found that the EU’s activities to support civil society in Armenia had many flaws. The Armenian NGOs believed that the EU was too focused on the government, treated NGOs as secondary, and that the “EU was prepared to compromise their democracy and human rights policies in favor of their more salient economic and strategic policies.”59 As part of its desire to increase cooperation with Armenia, the EU has recently pursued an association agreement and trade deal with Armenia. The association agreement required that Armenia agree to respect democratic standards and carry out reforms. However, in 2013 the Armenian government rejected the deal and instead decided to pursue membership in the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union. 

			Armenia has close military and economic ties with Russia. Russians own parts of Armenia’s energy and mining sectors and Armenia is dependent on military sales from Russia.60 Armenian President Sarkisian stated that Russia and Armenia shared a system of military security and that it would be “impossible and inefficient to isolate ourselves from the corresponding geo-economical space.”61 The Armenian public also favors a close relationship with Russia. In a 2008 public opinion survey by IRI, 95 percent of those polled believed Russia was an important partner for Armenia and 51 percent supported joining the Commonwealth of Independent States versus the 30 percent who supported joining the EU.62 There is growing concern that the pursuit of closer economic ties with Russia will not only remove the democratizing influence of an EU association agreement, but also encourage authoritarianism. In May 2014 Ivan Volinkin, the Russian ambassador to Armenia, called upon the Armenian government to have more control over Armenian civil society and media. Armenian human rights activists interpreted his comments as Russia “trying to silence independent voices in Armenia.”63 Leaders of Armenian civil society were especially concerned that the Armenian government failed to vigorously respond to Ambassador Volinkin’s statements. Armenia’s international environment is not supportive of democracy because of the combination of weak American and European pressure to democratize and Armenia’s dependent relationship with Russia.

			Along with an international environment not favorable to democracy, the unresolved conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh is another barrier to democratization. As mentioned above, the unresolved conflict helps to strengthen authoritarianism in Armenia by focusing on the importance of security over reform and justifying an extensive security apparatus. “The conflict afforded legitimacy to the political leadership and excuses for power accumulation.”64 This contributed the development of a strong presidential position in Armenia. As a strong executive corresponds with a weak parliament, weak political parties, and a poor judicial system the concentration of political power in the executive supports authoritarianism. ICT has been unable to change these structural and institutional barriers to democracy. 

			The availability of ICT in Armenia has not brought about major political reform because the Armenian government has a high coercive capacity and has repeatedly successfully suppressed mass mobilization. The government does not restrict ICT because it does not perceive such communications as a threat given its ability to suppress protests. In addition, the fragmented, weak, and undemocratic nature of the opposition reduces the possibility of ICT being used to successfully organize against the regime. However, if the opposition were able to utilize ICT more effectively to organize anti-regime activities, it is possible that the government would respond by repressing ICT usage and access, as has occurred in Russia. Following the December 2011 protests in Russia, the Russian government has increased its suppression of ICT, because the internet is now seen as a threat against the regime and a potential “CIA project.”65 Given Armenia’s close relationship with Russia, the Armenian government may decide to follow the path of Russia and increase its control over ICT if activists are able to use it effectively to challenge the government. 

			Kyrgyzstan

			Kyrgyzstan, a small, poor Central Asian country, has experienced political turmoil over the past decade. One of the poorest post-Soviet states, Kyrgyzstan’s GNI per capita is only $990 and 38 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.66 President Askar Akayev, who had ruled since independence, lost power because of public protests in March 2005 (sometimes referred to as the Tulip Revolution). Although there was hope that the overthrow of Akayev would bring about a more democratic government, such expectations went unrealized. Freedom House’s Nations in Transit reports for the years after 2005 show no major improvements in the level of democracy in Kyrgyzstan. The next President, Kurmabek Bakiyev, leader of the movement to overthrow Akayev, was no more democratic than the man he replaced. In 2010, President Bakiyev lost power and was forced to flee the country. Furthermore, after Bakiyev’s fall, it became clear that he had maintained power through nepotism and patronage and his family may have stolen millions of dollars of government money.67 In 2014, Freedom House’s Nations in Transit report ranked Kyrgyzstan’s electoral process as 5.50, its level of independent media as 6.00, and its overall democracy score as 5.89 (on a 1 to 7 scale, where 7 is least free and democratic). However, Kyrgyzstan has a relatively free internet that was used in 2005 as an alternative source of information during the overthrow of Akayev.68 The opposition in Kyrgyzstan, similar to Armenia, has struggled to unify and has not always been committed to democracy. However, unlike Armenia, the government of Kyrgyzstan has weak coercive capacity. Therefore, the primary reason for the limited influence of ICT is the weakness of the pro-democratic forces in Kyrgyzstan.

			Overall, the Kyrgyz government does not censor the internet. However, the internet is not as free as in Armenia because occasionally the government will block access to specific content considered “controversial” or “harmful.”69 In 2011 the government required all internet service providers to block access to the news website Ferghana News. The human rights organization Partner Group Precedent filed a lawsuit to remove the restrictions, ultimately winning a 2013 decision that made the site available again in Kyrgyzstan.70 The outcome of the case suggests that there are limits on the ability of the government to censor content. Typically, the government focuses on what it considers “extremist” or able to incite violence, though these categories are only vaguely defined.71 Although the government allows blogs, Facebook, and other forms of social media, usage is not widespread, possibly because of the lower level of internet penetration (22 percent). Kulikova and Perlmutter argue that, even at lower rates of penetration, the internet is still influential because it only takes a limited number of activists to bring about change.72 Therefore, despite some restrictions, they see the internet as an alternative source of information in Kyrgyzstan and possibly a forum through which to organize. Unfortunately, this use of ICT has not translated into major democratic reforms in Kyrgyzstan.

			Strength of the Authoritarian Regime

			In contrast to the government of Armenia, Kyrgyzstan lacks elite cohesion and has weak coercive capacity. The overthrow of two presidents in the last ten years demonstrates the weakness of central authority and the unwillingness of the security forces to act to prevent change. From the time of independence, regional elites have been relatively stronger than central leaders in Kyrgyzstan.73 Luong argues that the initial post-Soviet reform in Kyrgyzstan resulted in the “devolution of political and economic authority and decision-making power to the regional leaders at the expense of central authority and control.”74 When Akayev was president, none of the political parties in the legislature were pro-government and there was no strong unifying ruling party. The combination of a high degree of regionalism, pluralism, and a lack of major sources of economic patronage resulted in weak elite cohesion and support for the president.75 In addition, the Kyrgyz government has weak coercive capacity as the police are underpaid and regularly have to purchase their own uniforms and fuel.76 During the protests in 2005 the Kyrgyz police agreed to stand aside and allowed protestors to take control of the regional government in Jalal-Abad.77 The reason why so few protestors (approximately 10,000) were able to overthrow Akayev in 2005 was because he lacked elite support and coercive capacity to maintain power. 

			Nature of the Opposition

			The primary reason why ICT has failed to help democratize Kyrgyzstan is because of the weakness of the pro-democratic groups. Similar to other postcommunist states, political parties in Kyrgyzstan have been highly personalistic and designed to promote the political and economic interests of their leaders.78 Regionalism, especially the divide between southern and northern Kyrgyzstan, contributes to the fragmentation of politics. Clan networks also have a strong influence on Kyrgyzstan’s politics.79 One measure of the weakness of political parties in Kyrgyzstan is the rate at which political parties are continuous, or able to maintain a degree of political continuity over more than one election.80 In an analysis of political party development in several post-Soviet states, Ishiyama and Kennedy found that the continuity of parties in Kyrgyzstan was “extremely low” compared to other post-Soviet states.81 In 2000 no continuous political party won any of the 45 contested district seats and, at the national level, continuous political parties won only 25 percent of the seats in the lower house of the legislature.82 The weakness of political parties is a clear measure of the fragmented nature of politics in Kyrgyzstan. 

			Prior to the 2005 parliamentary elections and the subsequent overthrow of President Akayev, there was no united opposition. In fact, the events surrounding Akayev’s overthrow demonstrate the lack of unity among the opposition. Unlike in the Orange Revolution in Ukraine, the protests against the government began in the smaller cities in Kyrgyzstan, not the capital. The demonstrations were in response to the defeat of local political patrons and some suspect the participation of organized crime.83 The protests in Kyrgyzstan, scattered around the country, were largely uncoordinated, separate from civil society organizations, and not centrally managed. Only after Akayev had effectively lost control over much of the country did protests spread to the capital city of Bishkek. After the protestors seized control of the presidential administration building, Akayev fled the country and resigned ten days later. Although Akayev resigned, no effective, organized opposition tried to seize power; it was more that power “was abandoned.”84 

			Kulikova and Perlmutter discuss the importance of Akaevu.net, an advocacy blog, as an  alternative source of information during the 2005 protests. When the government tried to control information about the protests, Akaevu.net provided relevant, current data about the situation not available through other media sources. However, despite ICT being used here as theory would predict to help organize mass mobilization against authoritarian rule, it had little long-term impact on democracy in Kyrgyzstan. The overthrow of Akayev did not usher in a more democratic government. The next government of Bakiyev developed into a corrupt, autocratic regime. In the turmoil following the overthrow of Akayev, organized crime and local elites seized control around the country, further weakening the authority of the central government. In addition, even the weak government of Akayev managed to block access to the web sites of opposition newspapers during the 2005 parliamentary elections by using distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks.85 The attack on these websites was so “debilitating” that they were “unable to communicate during the critical period leading up to and during the Kyrgyz election.”86 Although some Kyrgyz used the internet in 2005 as an alternative source of information, as theory would predict, this usage of the internet has had little overall impact on democratization in Kyrgyzstan.

			After President Bakiyev was forced out of office in 2010 the government did manage to introduce some political reforms that strengthened the power of the parliament and weakened the presidency. However, political parties are still fragmented. All parties except one have suffered splits since the 2011 elections. There continue to be frequent changes in membership in the ruling coalition and suggestions that members of parliament pay bribes to join the coalition.87 The 2014 attempt to form a new unified opposition, the United National Movement, appeared unlikely to succeed because, on the day the movement was declared, leading opposition figures, such as Artur Medetbekov, announced that they were either not joining or were notably absent.88 Along with internal divisions, the prosecution of various opposition leaders by the Atambayev government also contributed to its fragmentation and weakness. 

			Kyrgyzstan has the most active and vibrant civil society in Central Asia. Kyrgyz NGOs have participated in election monitoring, advocated for women’s rights, and worked on police reform. NGOs were also able to issue a detailed report critical of the government’s response to the ethnic violence in Osh in 2010.89 Despite progress, NGOs are still heavily dependent on foreign funding and predominantly concentrated in the capital city of Bishkek. Similar to Armenia, NGOs have limited influence on government policy and the government distrusts civil society.90 Although civil society is growing in Kyrgyzstan, it has yet to have a significant impact on political reform.

			The continued problems with political elites in Kyrgyzstan prevent ICT from being a method for bringing about democratization. ICT is an alternative source of information for Kyrgyz, but so far it has been unable to solve the problems of weak political parties, weak institutions, and poor economic performance. 

			International Environment and Additional Barriers to Democratization

			There has been limited international support for democratization in Kyrgyzstan. Although the European Union is active in Kyrgyzstan, the majority of its programs focus on economic development and poverty reduction. For example, between 1996 and 2006, the EU gave 91.85 million Euros for improving food security in Kyrgyzstan.91 The EU has also sponsored civil society development, programs focused on good governance, and a dialogue about human rights. However, the civil society effort emphasized economic development, with only 17 percent of civil society funding designated for human rights organizations compared with 59 percent for poverty reduction and education programs.92 

			USAID has been active in Kyrgyzstan for years, with programs focused on improving the rule of law, reducing corruption, establishing free and fair elections, and helping the media sector develop. However, USAID assistance focused on improving governance and strengthening civil society was only $15.75 million out of an overall budget of $57.3 million.93 Furthermore, the American government prioritized maintaining access to the base in Manas, Kyrgyzstan, over pressuring the government for reform as the base was important for American plans to withdraw from Afghanistan. Recently Kyrgyzstan’s relationship with the United States has been tense. In 2010 President Bakiyev threatened to end the American lease at Manas. Although Bakiyev eventually agreed to an extension, the American lease ended in July 2014 despite American efforts to negotiate a new deal. In contrast, Russia has expanded its influence in Kyrgyzstan. In 2012 President Atambayev signed an agreement extending Russia’s lease on a different airbase in Kyrgyzstan. Russia has provided resources to the Kyrgyz government to improve its military equipment. In addition, Russia agreed to cancel $190 million in Kyrgyz debt and restructure a $300 million loan.94 Russia has encouraged the Kyrgyz government to join the Russian-led customs union. The combination of limited American pressure for democratization and increasing Russian involvement weakens any potential democratic influence from ICT. 

			Kyrgyzstan has struggled to develop national unity and cohesion since independence. Developing a national identity is challenging for the Kyrgyz government because of the large numbers of Uzbek and Russian minorities. Fighting between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks in the region of Osh resulted in the deaths of nearly 470 people in 2010. The violence between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks highlights the failure to develop a unifying national identity.95 Furthermore, NGOs rarely focus on interethnic dialogue or try to reduce communal conflict across the country.96 Kyrgyzstan fails to meet a basic prerequisite for democracy: national unity. Hanks argues that the divisions between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks will continue until there are “profound changes in the fundamental manner in which political power is distributed, amassed and expressed there” and that these changes will take decades to implement.97 The lack of national unity is a fundamental challenge to democratization in Kyrgyzstan that so far ICT has had a limited ability to alter.

			Conclusion

			Comparing and contrasting the post-Soviet cases offers some preliminary conclusions about the influence of ICT on democratization. The cases of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan demonstrate how in many autocratic or illiberal regimes, “government officials need restrict only a few components of democracy in order to undermine the system.”98 Therefore, the governments of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan do not need to suppress alternative information and organizational activity on the internet in order to stay in power because it is not a threat to their rule. The regime’s perception of the threat posed by ICT could change over time. Currently, both Armenia and Kyrgyzstan have relatively low rates of internet penetration (see Table 1). Therefore, it is possible that higher rates of internet usage may increase the influence of ICT on democratization in each country. However, the examples of Russia, Iran, and China, where cases of mobilization via ICT caused increased restriction of the internet, raise questions about this possibility.

			The cases of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan suggest that ICT has limited effectiveness on structural barriers to democratization. Proponents of the democratizing influence of ICT argue that using ICT can bring attention to human rights abuses and violations of democracy, and thereby increase international pressure on Armenia and Kyrgyzstan to democratize. However, as Levitsky and Way argued, linkage and leverage primarily reflect long-term structural factors that are only rarely changed by policy choices.99 In addition, recent movements by both Armenia and Kyrgyzstan to strengthen their relationships with Russia will help insulate each country from international pressure to democratize. The Armenia case also illustrates how governments with high coercive capacity retain the ability to suppress protests once they become large enough to be threatening. Furthermore, the combination in Armenia of multiple large protests and minimal political reform reinforces the important point that protests against the government are not the same as establishing democracy. 

			Although ICT usage has limited influence on the international dynamics of Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, it may be able to reduce the problems affecting the opposition. Given the communication and organizational benefits of ICT, it is possible that creative usage of such technologies can help the pro-democracy opposition strengthen unity, increase communication and outreach to citizens, and even improve intercommunal relationships between various groups. ICT may also help the opposition pressure the regime for more democratic elections, as the iDitord project in Armenia tried to do in the 2012 elections. These positive influences are most likely to have a democratizing effect in Kyrgyzstan, where, unlike Armenia, the major barrier to democratization is the weakness of the pro-democratic opposition, not the coercive capacity of the regime. The effectiveness of ICT for democratization is dependent on the local conditions and the nature of structural barriers to democratization.
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			Abstract: This article examines the complexity of oppression in contemporary Russia. On one hand, the authorities in 2012 passed a repressive law that brands many human rights organizations as “foreign agents.” On the other, the state offers cooperation and provides funding for many of the very groups it stigmatizes under the law. The result is that the activists are in doubt, with each association working to address its own particular situation. As each organization focuses on its specific problems, the groups are weakened in their ability to work together to contest oppressive politics.

			Since the end of 2008, Freedom House has classified Russia as a “consolidated authoritarian regime.”1 This designation is justified, in part, by Russia’s repressive measures against independent non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the country. The situation only deteriorated when Vladimir Putin returned to the Kremlin in 2012 for a third presidential term. As Human Rights Watch put it, “The crackdown after Putin’s May 2012 inauguration follows an authoritarian trajectory that began in 2004, when the Kremlin facilitated the dismantling of checks and balances on central executive power and cracked down on foreign-funded nongovernmental organizations.”2 

			In 2012, the adoption of the law on foreign agents, which requires NGOs that receive funding from overseas and engage in vaguely defined “political activities” to register as “foreign agents,” with its obvious echoes of Soviet repressive practice, drew strong criticism from Russian and international human rights groups.3 The law harks back to the Soviet tradition of regular campaigns in the press to mobilize the police and judiciary against particular forms of delinquency.4 The use of the Soviet category of “foreign agents” in a “campaign” to combat external influence seems to be a replay of the former authoritarian model, based on the security services’ habitus of enforcing rules in a repressive manner.5 In spring 2013, the authorities began to enforce the law in a way that aroused great concern because their measures threatened to close many human rights NGOs and prosecute their activists. Consequently, most researchers have adopted an authoritarian paradigm to explain the social and political evolutions in Russia and have left little room in their explanation of what is going on for individual and collective freedoms. According to Grigorii Golosov, “Russia’s electoral authoritarianism restricts the freedoms of association and speech, monopolises the media and employs unfair electoral practices.”6 Repression is considered the main determinant of government policy.

			However, this authoritarian categorization of the Russian regime, if useful for rights defenders, does not explain how coercion really works in Russia.7 How does the state administration constrain NGOs? How can they resist official coercion? 

			The aim of this article is to introduce complexity into the study of state-NGO relations in order to better understand the daily realities of political domination in contemporary Russia. This sociological study from below examining concrete interactions between state representatives and social activists outlines a duality in public actions over NGOs. 

			The field survey we made in spring 2013 shows that the government’s repressive policy was being enforced in an uncertain, improvised and arbitrary manner, caught between contradictory requirements. This uncertainty leads to highly variable sanctions being applied to NGOs deemed to be “foreign agents.” The vagueness and lack of clarity in the law are not the result of some fault or dysfunction in this repression. The role of the law-enforcement agencies is undetermined because the state engages in other forms of interaction with the NGOs. 

			To meet the challenge of this new complexity, this article follows the lines of pragmatic sociology8 to reveal a type of political control that varies with arrangements between different grammars within an ideological framework that is not monolithic. This sociology has elaborated a theoretical framework of orders of worth,9 which can been applied to the analysis of public controversies around the implementation of the law on “foreign agents.” 

			In contemporary Russia, control of NGOs uses both repression by law-enforcement, on the one hand, and liberal management10 by public subsidy,11 on the other. The governing of NGOs is not based only on Putin’s “power vertical” and “dictatorship of law,” but also on cooperation with NGOs through state funding programs. There is an articulation here between a grammar of repression (based on a hierarchical, industrial vision of society) and a grammar of cooperation with NGOs (based on market and civic values). This duality reflects political developments swayed by both neoconservatism and neoliberalism12 (which may not be a contradiction in terms if we recall Foucault’s work on liberalism as a technique of power.13) 

			In Russia, the vagueness of the law and its enforcement make possible a system of social and political regulation with trade-offs on two fronts as controversies and conflicts arise between social players. In practice this means that the NGOs prosecuted by the law-enforcement agencies also receive funding from the state according to a cooperative rationale for managing NGOs. This situation places NGO activists in a conflict between submitting to the law, opposing the government, and cooperating with the administration.14 This duality of the state’s NGO policy has major demobilizing effects and helps undermine any collective mobilization against the law, as each NGO tries separately to understand and negotiate its own situation with state agencies. This uncertainty limits public mobilization, as actors do not know precisely which actions and decisions are punishable under criminal law and which are supported under civil law. This duality contributes to the limitation of collective actions against state policies. This analysis of uncertainties and complex actions shines a light on the practical realities of the exercise of power in contemporary Russia.

			This article is based on empirical data collected in April 2013 during a mission we carried out for the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH, Paris).15 We interviewed officers from twelve human rights groups affected by the foreign agents law in four cities (Nizhny Novgorod, Moscow, Voronezh and Saint Petersburg). This article does not contain the names of the people interviewed or organizations quoted in order to protect our sources. However, these activists are among the best-known actors in the world of human right defenders. 

			A Hybrid Policy Toward Non-Profit Groups

			Since the early 2000s, Putin and his government have pursued a paradoxical policy towards the voluntary sector. For more than ten years, the government has adopted a dual approach with both stricter administrative and financial controls over human rights organizations and also the creation of institutions to cooperate with and finance NGOs.16 Since the beginning of the 2000s, research has emphasized the hybrid nature of the Russian political regime, with both authoritarian and limited democratic characteristics.17 Political sociologists have described local forms of cooperation on particular topics that arise between the state and social groups.18 As Graeme Robertson points out, “Russia, in particular, is a paradigmatic case of the new authoritarianism and saw considerable innovation in the techniques of authoritarian control, especially during the second term of Putin’s presidency.”19 The July 2012 foreign agents law is part of this hybrid institutional set-up. It must be seen in the context of the legislative framework devised by the Russian authorities to monitor the action of non-profit groups since the early 2000s. 

			The foreign agents law fits within this dual policy, which took full shape after Putin’s controversial election in March 2012. On the one hand, the law restricts cooperation between Russian NGOs and their international partners and prohibits them from participating in “political activities.” This controversial provision is ill-defined in the text of the law, allowing diverse interpretations of what exactly it prohibits. On the other, the Russian government asks NGOs to participate in public programs and set up new public grants for human rights defenders. In this dual framework, human right defenders hesitate between limited cooperation with state institutions and political opposition to the government. 

			Government Efforts to Expand Control

			In sharp contrast to the 1990s, when international organizations provided massive support for NGOs,20 during the first decade after 2000, the Russian authorities expressed a clear desire to regain control over the activities of non-profit groups. In line with Putin’s impassioned patriotic rhetoric, the government challenged the groups’ cooperation with foreign partners. In his address to the Federal Assembly on May 26, 2004, Putin stated, “In our country, there are thousands of public associations and unions that work constructively. But not all of the organizations are oriented towards standing up for people’s real interests. For some of them, the priority is to receive financing from influential foreign foundations. Others serve dubious group and commercial interests. And the most serious problems of the country and its citizens remain unnoticed. I must say that when violations of fundamental and basic human rights are concerned, when people’s real interests are infringed upon, the voice of such organizations is often not even heard. And this is not surprising: they simply cannot bite the hand that feeds them.”21 

			By highlighting the issue of foreign funding, the Russian leader was stigmatizing a limited section of the Russian voluntary sector, explicitly reduced to human rights groups. At that time, a policy of more closely managing non-profit group activists was implemented. 

			The authorities’ actions came in what they viewed as a hostile international environment. Protest movements were developing on Russia’s borders, with the color revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine. Inside Russia itself, in January 2005 there were major demonstrations against social welfare reform, which many viewed as cutting the value of the benefits that they received from the state. 

			Although direct repression of these movements was limited, the voluntary sector was clearly being brought under control via new laws intended to monitor non-profit groups’ activities by integrating them further into the national administrative framework. In 2005 and 2006, the Russian parliament, at the initiative of the presidential administration, amended the “Social Unions” and “Non-Commercial Organizations (NKO)” laws. The new laws specifically increased controls over the use of foreign funding within the country.

			Government Incentives for Cooperation

			Stricter control over non-profit groups was accompanied by the creation of new institutions to cooperate with them, such as the Public Chamber (Obschestvennaya Palata) and the Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights. With respect to defending human rights, which is the specific focus of this article, the Presidential Council plays a major role through consultation and communication. Until 2012, its membership included 30 well-known personalities in the field of human rights, among whom were Valery Abramkin (Centre for Criminal Justice Reform), Lyudmila Alexeyeva (Moscow Helsinki Watch Group), Svetlana Gannushkina (Citizens’ Assistance), Valentin Gefter (Institute of Human Rights), Yuri Jibladze (Centre for Development of Democracy and Human Rights), Ida Kuklina (Union of the Committees of soldiers’ mothers), and Boris Pustyntsev (Citizens Watch).22 In 2012, further appointments were made to enlarge the Council. A number of human rights activists arrived, such as Aleksandr Verkhovsky (SOVA), Ella Poliakova, (Soldiers’ Mothers of Saint Petersburg) and even Lilia Shibanova (leader of the election-monitoring group Golos, which has crossed swords with the authorities). These prominent human right defenders had concerns about participating in the Council, but the activists saw it as a lobbying forum with access to the presidential administration, though with admittedly limited influence. They viewed the Council as an efficient tool for promoting their claims.

			The government also introduced public and private subsidies to fund NGOs. Since the mid-2000s, the presidential administration has funded non-profit groups via competitive tendering for grants. These systems are technically similar to arrangements in Western countries and designed to replace foreign grants. The Public Chamber notes that “in most Western countries, the state provides major support for the voluntary sector. The share of public funding in the budgets of non-profit groups in the health and education fields is roughly 50 percent.”23 Since 2006, a presidential decree “On the guarantee of State support for non-profit non-governmental organizations contributing to the development of civil society institutions”24 has each year set the total amount of sums allocated to social initiatives. These government budgets rose regularly in the early years (0.5 billion rubles in 2006, 1.2 billion in 2007 and 1.5 billion in 2008), and then fell slightly with the economic crisis (1.2 billion rubles in 2009, and 1 billion in 2010 and 2011).25 The grants have been rising again since 2012. This federal support is supplemented by regional support. The money goes primarily to non-profit groups seen as close to the authorities, and human rights groups received little at first.

			The Dual Nature of the Foreign Agents Law

			After Vladimir Putin was re-elected in March 2012, the various aspects of government policy towards non-profit groups were tightened up. The demonstrations against election falsification in winter 2011/2012 had shown the vitality of collective mobilization in the country’s main cities. The press described an “awakening of civil society” and independent non-profit groups stepped forward to monitor elections. This mobilization, tolerated and to some extent managed during the election campaign, aroused a political counter-offensive from the government once the president was re-elected. It had the Duma rapidly pass a series of new laws. One of the most restrictive was the foreign agents law passed in July 2012. It stigmatized non-profit groups’ international cooperation and their political activity and applied to “any Russian non-profit organization that receives financial resources or other goods from foreign states, their agencies, international or foreign organizations, foreign citizens, stateless persons or their representatives, or from Russian organizations receiving funds from those sources, and which takes part, particularly in the interests of foreign entities, in political activity within the territory of the Russian Federation.”26 Such organizations were required to register officially with the Justice Ministry, publish a half-yearly record of their activities and indicate their status as a “foreign agent” on their documentation. The law created a “register of non-profit organizations fulfilling the function of foreign agents” to list those organizations receiving foreign money and participating in political activities in Russia. These groups had to inform the federal authorities of the amount of funds received and their use. After being registered, they had to inform the authorities in advance of their participation in any political activity (i.e. any activity likely to influence the decision-making of state agencies or influence public opinion). The law also stipulates the auditing of the accounts of organizations registered as foreign agents.” For those that refused to register as such, the law required the cessation of their activity for six months. Organizations under such restrictions could only resume functioning once they had registered as agents. If a group refused to comply with the law, it was subject to a fine of up to 500,000 rubles and its officers risked a sentence of up to two years’ deprivation of liberty.

			The foreign agents law is an oppressive measure that appears to be designed to force non-profit groups to give up their foreign funding and any political activity (in the broadest sense). It caused indignation among human rights defenders within Russia and abroad, because the expression “foreign agent” was a throwback to espionage accusations during the Cold War and aroused fears of heavy reprisals. In autumn 2012, the American international development agency USAID was required by the Russian government to leave the country. The authorities accused it of destabilizing the domestic situation with its grants. USAID had been in Russia for nearly twenty years and had spent nearly $2.7 billion on programs to support democracy and human rights and combat tuberculosis and AIDS.27 The Russian government’s decision to expel USAID aroused concern among human rights defenders, who feared the loss of part of their funding. 

			The foreign agents law is also intended to restrict non-profit groups’ political action. In recent years, the government has sought to make a clear separation between the actions of political parties and non-profit groups.28. Since 2012, it was attempting to prevent NGOs from conducting activities that had any connection with politics, such as election monitoring or criticizing public policy. At the same time, it promoted the replacement of foreign funding with national funding. In 2013, Putin promised to double the aid to non-profit groups to 3 billion rubles. As he explained in 2012, “As far as non-profit organizations are concerned, I agree with those colleagues who consider that if we introduce harsher working frameworks for these organizations, we should obviously increase our own financial support for their activities.”29 Public funding goes primarily to non-profit groups that are loyal to the authorities and “socially useful,” but such support is also supposed to fund all groups, particularly the more independent ones that received funding from abroad.

			The Uncertain Reality of Oppression

			Between November 2012 (when the foreign agents law came into effect) and March 2013, the NGOs receiving international grants collectively refused to submit to the new law and register as “agents.” In the light of this boycott, Putin ordered the prosecutor’s office to inspect them. In spring 2013, this campaign revealed in practical terms how the oppression was being implemented. 

			Although the law itself seemed to be characteristic of a centralized authoritarian regime, its enforcement demonstrated the ambiguity and arbitrariness prevalent among the law-enforcement agencies and the uncertainty they impose on the non-profit groups. The implementation of the law shows the “ambiguity and incompleteness of the mechanisms and apparatuses of control and discipline” as well as “the complexity of social relations, the plurality of practices and the multiplicity and ambiguity of meaning that different actors attribute to these.”30 The interviews we conducted at the very time the inspections were occurring showed the permanent unpredictability that affected both the non-profit groups and the institutions tasked with enforcing the law. In these circumstances, partly autonomous and relatively unpredictable acts were taken with respect to the “dictatorship of the law” and the “power vertical.” State officials themselves could not explain precisely what they were looking for and how to justify their control. Our hypothesis, presented below, is that repression is only one part of NGO policy and that there is also a cooperative strand that is implemented at the same time.

			Protesting Collectively Against Oppression

			When the foreign agents law was being debated in the Duma in July 2012, human rights activists mobilized collectively to protest against the bill. The main groups, such as Memorial, the Moscow Helsinki Group, the For Human Rights movement and Citizens’ Assistance, called for a boycott of the registration required by the law. They were supported by international organizations, which criticized the defamatory nature of the law. From November 2012 (when the law came into effect) to February 2013, no non-profit group receiving funds from abroad registered as a “foreign agent.” As the chair of the Memorial Human Rights Defense Center, Oleg Orlov, explained, “The Russian non-governmental organizations For Human Rights and Memorial will not give up foreign grants, but nor will they register as ‘foreign agents.’ It would be ridiculous to think that this law would frighten us away from accepting gifts from abroad. We shall continue to benefit from them, because we find it hard to get funds in Russia, even if we try. We see nothing criminal or dishonorable about being sponsored by legal foreign organizations.”31 The leader of the For Human Rights movement, Lev Ponomaryov, said that the law “breaches a whole set of commitments made by Russia.”32 In February 2013, eleven groups (including Golos, Memorial, Citizens’ Watch, Citizens’ Assistance, For Human Rights, Committee against Torture, Mashr, Memorial Human Rights Defense Center, Moscow Helsinki Group, Eco-Defense!, and Social Verdict) filed a complaint with the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) to protest against the foreign agents law.33 They took this action under their status as “potential victims,” estimating that some one thousand non-profit groups could fall foul of the new law. This collective initiative demonstrated the appeal of working with a supranational judicial institution as a way of contesting a national legislative decision. Human rights defenders were displaying their determination to act within a legal framework, via recourse to the ECHR, to combat the Russian state.

			Ill-defined Practices of Repression

			In the face of this public boycott, the authorities decided to have the procurator directly enforce the law. On February 14, 2013, at a meeting of the Federal Security Service (FSB) collegium, President Putin demanded that the “NGO” law should be enforced as soon as possible, stipulating a full audit of non-profit groups receiving foreign funding. “Any direct or indirect form of interference in our domestic affairs, any form of pressure on Russia, our allies and partners is unacceptable,” he said.34 Following this statement, the procurator general of Russia, Yuri Chaika, took immediate steps to complete the registration of “agents.” Large-scale inspections to identify them began on March 11. These inspections, described as “comprehensive,” were carried out by teams comprising representatives of the procurator’s office, Justice Ministry, tax inspectorate and, depending on the case, health services, immigration agency, fire brigade, FSB E Directorate (addressing extremists), FSB K Directorate (software verification), etc.35 In all, about 1,000 non-profit groups were inspected.36 Some observers saw this top-down enforcement policy as an obvious symbol of the state-centric authoritarianism employed by the Russian regime.

			However, the practical details of these inspections reveal vague and uncertain practices in the authoritarian approach. The inspections were organized quite differently in different regions and for different non-profit groups. Sometimes, the procurator merely faxed or telephoned to obtain specific documents. Sometimes, they sent teams for long inspections of non-profit group offices. The inspectors generally demanded various documents (lists of grants, by-laws, descriptions of group activities) that the relevant administration already possessed, making a nonsense of the inspection. The operation might occur on one or more occasions (with the procurator demanding different documents each time).

			The variety of the inspections was caused by the extreme vagueness of the law. The representatives of the administration appeared to be enforcing it by trial and error. Although the fact of receiving money from abroad is objectively verifiable, the definition of political activity is much less clear. It may be understood either in a limited sense, such as participation in elections and political parties, or more broadly as anything to do with public action. This uncertainty allows considerable latitude in implementing the inspections and interpreting the law. Igor Kaliapin, chair of the Committee against Torture in Nizhny Novgorod, described the uncertainty in which he found himself: “They didn’t tell us exactly what activities we must not organize in order not to be ‘agents.’ Of course, I asked the representative of the Nizhny Novgorod procurator’s office, ‘What sort of activities?’ They said, ‘We can’t tell you.’ I asked, ‘What does your warning mean? What are you warning me against? Tell me so I can draw my conclusions…’ But the prosecutor, a nice woman (milaya zhenshina), said, ‘Igor Sanich [Aleksandrovich], that’s not a question for me. The district (raion) prosecutor may be able to explain.’ I asked the district prosecutor, and he couldn’t tell me either. And the regional (oblast) prosecutor doesn’t know. In other words I couldn’t get an answer either from the official present, or the prosecutor who signed the warning.”37 Since the wording of the law is vague, the presentation of evidence and freedom of interpretation are wide. Public debates and contesting the law are difficult. In other words, as Luc Boltanski puts it, domination is exercised because “no one is in a position to verify whether the actions taken and results of the investigations carried out locally, here and now, comply with the scheme to which they are supposed to correspond.”38 

			Uncertain Responses from Non-Profit Groups

			Faced with the unpredictable behavior of the authorities, non-profit groups have attempted to adapt on a case-by-case basis. “In order to reduce the constraints to which they are subject, stakeholders develop a specific interpretative capability for identifying spaces of freedom by taking advantage of gaps in the control mechanisms,” notes Luc Boltanski.39 The NGOs first make a careful assessment of the institutions inspecting them. At one St. Petersburg group, when a team of inspectors arrived, a woman present explained, “The procurator’s office behaved fairly correctly (dostatochno korrektno). The Ministry of Justice official stood back and waited for things to happen. However, the policemen [Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD)] who were there piled on the psychological pressure, threatened to hold an interrogation, took photos.”40 In the interactions with the state representatives, various types of behavior were observed from group to group and place to place that appeared to offer opportunities for some sort of understanding. At one Nizhny Novgorod group, this variation might even extend to feeling they had a special status: “We’re safe, because we don’t have hostile relations with the procurator’s office. We were inspected last year… We were inspected by the prosecutors, the FSB, the tax people and the Ministry of Justice. We have good relations with all of them except the FSB. The inspection was peaceful. It was carried out by the district prosecutor. But it’s not sure that the final result will be good for us,” one of the committee members told us.41 Ultimately, the NGOs are skeptical about the real extent of the political threat.

			In responding to vague requests from the authorities, activists adopt positions that range from refusing to cooperate to resignedly accepting the demands. Some groups refused to give the procurator’s office their documents. An activist in Kazan explained, “We refused to hand over our documents. Our lawyer used to work in the procurator’s office. We consider these checks (proverki) to be illegal.”42 Others refuse the inspections for legal reasons that apply specifically to them. A non-profit group officer in Moscow said, “As for the inspections, my position is a special one… We were already inspected in February-March before the current wave… So when the procurator’s office came in April to see my documents again, I refused.”43 Another group, which had agreed at first to hand over its documents, refused when the procurator’s office came back a second time requiring further ones. Refusal is subject to a fine. 

			However, most groups complied with the procurator’s demands. They attempt to justify this cooperation imposed on them. The first reason they give is their assertion of honesty and publicity: “We criticized this inspection but we chose to cooperate. We are open and honest. We handed over our bylaws, our tax accounts. We collected the documents requested within a week.”44 Some accept the inspection because of their attachment to the rule of law: “We had a peaceful check (mirnaya proverka). I didn’t even notice. It occurred in another office where our accountant works. There were six people from the procurator’s office, the Ministry of Justice and the tax inspectorate. They stayed three hours. We gave them our bylaws, our papers concerning foreign funding, our financial statements for the last two years, our meeting minutes, our publications. Then they told us we would have to revise our bylaws. They’re right. Our bylaws go back to 2002 and they’re out of date. A lot of things have changed since then. We’ll have to rewrite them.”45 

			There are also intermediate strategies between refusing and cooperating. A major group in Moscow accepted the procurator’s demands while simultaneously filing a complaint against the inspections. Its officers explained: “We had the possibility of not giving the procurator the documents but that would have led to an administrative investigation. In our case, since we have filed a complaint (zhaloba) in Strasbourg, we have to remain within the framework of the law. But we did ask the procurator for an explanation. We opted for a judicial approach. On the one hand, we cooperate judicially with the procurator. On the other, we judicially protest against its action with complaints.”46 These different types of strategy, mixing protest, cooperation and judicial appeal, show the different grammars of behavior among associations toward state representatives. 

			Difficulties of Protesting in Vague Circumstances

			The specific circumstances of each situation make it harder to form a united front of protest, because each group attempts to solve its own problems. As one activist put it, “We talk about this with the other groups we work with. We think we’ll all be closed down one day… But each of us muddles through as we can.”47 In this context, the “reality tests of action” (legal protest, collective mobilizations, judicial remedies) are not available. Public and legal debates around the law are impossible. On these shifting sands, each non-profit group has attempted to devise its own strategy towards the law-enforcement agencies. 

			While the inspections reveal the uncertainty inherent in the law, the sanctions applied confirm the arbitrariness of the authorities’ action. Following the inspections, the procurator’s actions varied widely, with no sign of clear rules defining the penalties. At the same time, public funding was released to provide more grants to human rights groups. Most of the non-profit groups inspected by the procurator received public funding to continue their activities. The increasingly dual nature of Russian policy towards NGOs, visible since the early 2000s, appeared clearly. This duality contributed to the division between groups. The uncertainty of the constraints and subsidies contribute to reducing the mobilization of the NGOs that had collectively protested against the foreign agents law.

			Varied Sanctions

			Following the inspections, Prosecutor General Yuri Chaika estimated that between November 2012 and April 2013, 1,868 NGOs received some 24 billion rubles from abroad. He claimed that, among them, 215 non-profit groups received foreign funding and engaged in “political activity.” Of these, 22 were deemed prima facie to be “agents,” because they took part in political activities after the entry into force of the law in November 2012.48 

			The hardest hit groups have been those deemed to be proven foreign agents. In May 2013, seven organizations defending human rights (in the broadest sense) belonged to this category, including Golos (which monitors elections), the Memorial Anti-Discrimination Center in Saint Petersburg, the Civic Initiatives Support Center in Kostroma and the Bok o Bok LGBT festival in Saint Petersburg. They were therefore brought to trial on the grounds of engaging in political activity funded from abroad and refusing to register as “foreign agents.” In Moscow, Golos was sentenced to heavy fines as early as April 25, 2013. After the sentence was confirmed on appeal, the organization announced its liquidation as a non-profit group in June 2013 and re-established itself under another name. In St. Petersburg, the Leninsky district court declared that the Antidiscrimination Center “Memorial” was an organization carrying out the functions of a foreign agent. The Center received official notice from the Russian Ministry of Justice that it had been liquidated in April 2014.

			Another set of non-profit groups received a submission (predstavleniye) from the procurator’s office to register as foreign agents. Registration was to be made within one month of the official notification. Eighteen non-profit groups received these submissions (among them Memorial, Social Verdict, Agora).49 Other groups received an official warning (predosterezheniye). Forty-one organizations (including the Committee Against Torture, the Center for the Development of Democracy and Human Rights, Citizens Watch, the Levada Center) were officially warned: in other words, the next time they organized political activities funded from abroad, they would be prosecuted. Finally, a large number of groups were not sanctioned as foreign agents but received various fines for offences, particularly tax offences, relating to their activity. 

			The result was that after the procurator’s inspections, the non-profit community found itself particularly fragmented. Of the 11 groups that had collectively filed a complaint with the ECHR in February 2013, two received an administrative sentence (Golos, the Antidiscrimination Centre “Memorial”), two were required to register within a month (Memorial, Social Verdict), one was officially warned (Citizens Watch), one refused to hand over its documents and is under administrative investigation, and six have not been sanctioned. In these circumstances, each group attempts to solve the problems it faces and it is difficult to plan a common strategy of protest.

			Unexpected Subsidies

			While the sanctions imposed on non-profit groups are evidence of the oppressive intentions of the foreign agents law, the Russian government is simultaneously introducing programs of subsidies for these same “foreign agents.” The policies of repression and payment, characteristic of the dual nature of the Russian regime since the early 2000s, are being combined to produce apparently random types of understanding. This ambiguous policy could be clearly seen in July 2013. A meeting was held between Vladimir Putin, Mikhail Fedotov (Chair of the Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights), Vladimir Lukin (Human Rights Ombudsman) and Ella Pamfilova (former Chair of the Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights). As Pamfilova explained afterwards, “Since our human rights organizations do not wish to register as foreign agents and prefer to give up their foreign funding, the state will have to give them money, but with no political pressure.”50 The foreign agents law thus has enabled the authorities to partly replace international funding. As part of this arrangement, Ella Pamfilova appears to be a compromise figure able to act as an intermediary (as she did on the presidential human rights council from 2002 to 2010). As she explained, “I was approached because I am a person of compromise who satisfies both sides.”51 Her role would appear to be that of distributing subsidies to groups considered by the procurator to be foreign agents.52

			The following month, August 2013, the Public Chamber of the Russian Federation published the list of recipients of presidential grants. A total of 1,087 projects were chosen, and these received 2.3 billion rubles in all (nearly €53 million according to the exchange rate then). In this round of grants, human rights groups were not forgotten. Memorial received 10 million rubles (more than €200,000) to fund four projects. The Moscow Helsinki Group obtained funds for a project to monitor the reform of the Interior Ministry. For Human Rights won 5 million rubles for its “Civic Ombudsman” project. Many other organizations also benefited from these grants (Sova, Committee Against Torture, Citizens Watch, Agora, etc.). 

			This support from public funds obviously stands in ironic contradiction to what we know of the pressure exerted on non-profit groups in Russia over many years, but especially since Putin’s re-election in 2012. Many activists deplore the small sums they have been allocated. Lev Ponomaryov of the For Human Rights movement considers the grants given to human rights defenders to be “window-dressing.”53 Nonetheless, this process of allocating public funding to Russian human rights groups is helping to transform the voluntary sector in Russia and is the second part of the enforcement of the foreign agents law. After the episode of repression in the spring of 2013, with procurator inspections of non-profit groups and the issuance of warnings and fines, the government intends to break the financial links between Russian organizations and their international donors by partially standing in for them.

			Divided Positions

			These fluctuating constraints help divide the community of voluntary organizations. On the one hand, most non-profit groups have decided to contest the procurator’s sanctions in the courts. This is an expensive approach that requires support from lawyers and expert witnesses. Many groups are seeking funds for their legal cases, given that foreign funding cannot cover this sort of expenditure. 

			Some groups instead seek to skirt existing legislation. As Pavel Chikov of Agora pointed out, one solution is to change the status of one’s non-profit group and register it as an international organization. That would enable it to escape the constraints of this law.54 Svetlana Gannushkina, meanwhile, is thinking of closing down her group and then having it “rise from its ashes.” The reasoning is that new non-profit groups are exempted from inspections during their first few years of existence.55 Other groups are considering opening a subsidiary abroad through which foreign funding could be transferred.56 Some activists are discussing the possibility of registering as commercial organizations so as to be able to receive foreign funding while continuing their activities as NGOs.57 A wide range of legal and financial arrangements are thus being invented to avoid registering as “foreign agents.”

			Non-profit groups are also partly redirecting their fundraising strategies. On the one hand, they are being obliged to gradually give up their foreign funding (particularly from the U.S.). Any group receiving United States funding and engaging in political activity can be closed down by the procurator’s office forthwith.58 Golos was forced to refuse the European Parliament’s Sakharov Prize it had been awarded. On the other hand, many groups are bidding for government grants. However, they are aware of the political risks inherent in this financial shift. As one group officer in Moscow explained, “I agree with gradually replacing foreign money with Russian money. But as Putin sees it, he who pays the piper calls the tune.”59 Human rights groups distrust presidential grants awarded by operating organizations tasked with running the competitive tendering process for public money. This distrust was only enhanced following Mikhail Savva’s criminal prosecution in Krasnodar in spring 2013, just as the procurator’s inspections were underway. He was arrested by the FSB on suspicion of embezzling funds from a grant made to his non-profit group. His imprisonment has been seen as a warning by all the country’s human rights groups, now aware that receipt of public funding is no guarantee of protection against the authorities.

			Conclusion

			This field study of the crackdown on “foreign agents” in spring 2013 contributes to the concrete understanding of how political domination really works in contemporary Russia. Our research described administrative practices that have an often surprising and dual nature. 

			The empirical data we collected in spring 2013 make it possible to understand more clearly the dispositions allowing the control of non-profit groups in Russia. They show the actual details of repressive and cooperative practices. Political domination in Russia is based simultaneously on the enforcement of two contradictory grammars. This duality causes doubt among social actors. As Luc Boltanski puts it: Such ambiguity is used to “unravel the reality in which critical groups had successfully embedded themselves, by modifying the previously valid classifications, types of tests and rules, so as to eliminate the reference points these movements had used in establishing themselves.”60 In Russia, interviews with activists show that the enforcement of the foreign agents law, while being the result of a top-down political decision, is also dependent on uncertain and contradictory practices on the part of local representatives of the authorities. Representatives of the procurator’s office do not publicly explain what they are looking for and what their warnings mean. During interactions with state representatives, activists do not know how legal norms are implemented because it depends on complex interactions with state representatives. Indeed, other mechanisms of interaction with NGOs, based on cooperation, are simultaneously at stake. 

			The state’s repressive and cooperative actions are moving in unpredictable directions. In this context, public debates and mobilizations against the law are difficult. While denouncing state oppression, the human rights milieu also tries to maintain cooperative bonds with the administration. The duality of relations with the authorities makes it difficult for non-profit groups to plan a common position as each of them is engaged in specific negotiations with state agencies. This game of arbitrariness and freedom, shifting between oppression and subsidy, creates new schemes of political domination in current Russia. 
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			Abstract: While political psychologists and philosophers have extensively analyzed Foucauldian interpretations of authoritarian state control, little research has explored domination through surveillance in potentially paranoid political systems. Combining the clinical and non-clinical approaches to paranoia with a philosophical model of post-totalitarian legitimacy games, this article develops a normatively significant theory of the paranoid state. The application of the theory to the study of Belarus uncovers four elements sustaining the paranoid state: excessive order, rumination (dwelling on paranoid suspicions without expressing them to others), emulation (of others who behave in a paranoid way), and memory abuse. The article concludes by examining strategies to exit the state of paranoia, such as the diversification of arts and historical memory. 

			This paper develops a theory of autocratic politics to show that the elements of state domination may create and sustain a state of paranoia.1 It is no secret that authoritarian regimes use subtle means of coercion and surveillance to maintain control.2 Yet, while scholars of political

			psychology and philosophy have extensively analyzed interpretations of political control, such as Foucault’s panopticon,3 little research has examined domination in relationship to paranoid behavior. Research indicates that paranoia is not simply an individual mental state, but that it is also a condition of modern societies and politics.4 What remains less clear is the controversial possibility of extrapolating the concept of paranoia from individual to collective subjects. Moreover, the research literature lacks heuristic frameworks of the causes of paranoid behavior within authoritarian contexts. To address these shortcomings, this article introduces and tests a double interpretation of social paranoia. 

			In order to contribute to a growing field of comparative political philosophy and psychology,5 I elaborate on a normatively significant theory of the paranoid state. To accomplish this task, I combine two theoretical models – a psychiatric and a philosophical one. Relying on Shitij Kapur’s clinical model of “aberrant salience” and on Daniel Freeman et al’s investigation of paranoia in a non-clinical population,6 I first examine shared psychosis disorder in order to theorize the interaction between individual and societal paranoia. I then explore Vaclav Havel’s philosophical model of legitimacy games in post-totalitarian regimes in order to explain paranoid systems of social domination. Combining these two models and applying them to a case study of Belarus, I identify elements that both sustain and counter the state of paranoia. I first find that where domination is intense, paranoia may become a means of sustaining a regime’s capacity to control and a cultural trait. Second, paranoid control maintained through excessive order and rumination as well as emulation and memory abuse may be counteracted by approaches such as fostering the diversification of arts and historical memory. 

			A Psychiatric Paradigm of Social Paranoia

			While there is no one-to-one identification of the dynamics between an individual and a society, there is heuristic value in applying both clinical and non-clinical paradigms to social contexts. In examining first the clinical relationship between the paranoid individual and social paranoia, I compare social paranoia to the psychiatric syndrome of folie à deux. This psychosis is manifested in shared delusions. A delusion represents a firmly held false belief that emerges from an idiosyncratic and self-referential interpretation of external reality. In the syndrome of folie à deux, a delusional patient who is in a dominant relationship with a more passive other imposes the delusional belief on the second individual. The dominant patient first makes a cognitive effort to cope with disturbing events and their mental representations. A more passive and initially healthy associate then becomes deluded through association with the principal.7 Shared by a set of actors, the content of such a cognitive structure finally influences those actors’ responses to a particular situation. 

			Paranoia becomes socially self-perpetuating through the assignment of salience to ambiguous information that is interpreted as a threat. Paranoid individuals vigilantly scan their environment and find stimuli that signal potential threats. They often believe that they are being persecuted and cling to a fear that people want to harm them in some way.8 Moreover, paranoid individuals interpret a threatening action as orchestrated by, and linked to, other people through exaggerated attribution of social coherence. Particularly in societies under intense surveillance, social threats become more easily perceived by their members. Perceptions of threat then legitimate delusional coping practices, which leads to a distortion of the objective situation.9 What is more, aberrantly salient experiences can persist even without the sustaining stimuli. Shitij Kapur has demonstrated that “once the symptoms are manifest, delusions are essentially disorders of inferential logic; as most delusional beliefs are not impossible, just highly improbable.”10 While a patient accumulates experiences of aberrant salience without a clear explanation,11 it is the delusion itself that offers the patient a cognitive explanation. Arriving at a confirmatory bias, a perplexed psychotic patient experiences a sense of relief in finding an explanation for what had been an anxiety-causing situation. This sense of relief drives the patient to jump to conclusions and to find further confirmatory evidence.12 In short, the circular development of paranoia, based on aberrant salience formation, is complete once the individual engages in self-esteem regulation after experiencing a negative event. From this development, a heuristically useful application to broader social phenomena becomes possible.13

			The clinical basis of social paranoia derives from shared delusional thinking. While the aberrant interpretation of events allows delusional thinking to take shape, delusions transcend the individual. Kapur has provided extensive evidence that delusions develop as “imbued with the psychodynamic themes relevant to the individual and are embedded in the cultural context of the individual.”14 Shared delusions are particularly probable in cultures that exhibit common psychodynamic factors. An environment in which individuals live in close proximity to one another and are socially isolated has been proven to be most prone to sharing disorder syndromes.15 In such environments, mental processes may create and sustain cultural and socio-political narratives that dominate a society.16 

			An important question to consider is at what point the maintenance of social organization and behavioral conformity of the citizenry turns from functional vigilance to paranoia. Could what is perceived as clinically paranoid in reality reflect strategic actions in the face of coercion?17 A behavior described as symptomatic for paranoia may be motivated not by irrational fears and distorted perceptions, but by pragmatic reasons, such as career advancement or striving for security. Behaviors that seem paranoid from the outside may in fact be rational given the nature of constraints within the system. Moreover, putting a psychiatric diagnosis of paranoia on a whole society might delegitimize the reality of the fear. In order to address these caveats, clinical approaches to paranoia are helpfully supplemented by non-clinical psychology.

			Investigations of the structure of paranoia in a non-clinical population show that paranoia is “an everyday phenomenon, which many people manage well […where] coping with paranoia may resemble coping with other stressful or negative events.”18 However, in response to extreme social conditions, individuals and societies may develop extreme survival strategies. Unlike conventional responses to danger, the paranoid response represents a distortion of coping behavior, such as overemphasizing alert suspicion and observation. In milder cases, social paranoia is a form of self-protection from exploitation and oppression among powerless social groups.19 In more extreme situations, paranoia is a dissembling survival strategy within a closed environment of hyper-vigilant and self-referential individuals. For example, Freeman et al find evidence that not expressing feelings to others may increase paranoid suspiciousness: “Rather than expressing anger or resentment towards others, individuals may instead ruminate and feel aggrieved owing to timidity or submissiveness. Rumination will help maintain a state in which external attributions and anomalous experiences are more likely, thus leading to the persistence of persecutory ideation.”20 The synchronous relationship between macro political environments and individual level thoughts through rumination may thus facilitate efforts to sustain a social order.21  

			To locate plausible causes of, and solutions to, social paranoia, the factors sustaining a paranoid state need to be acknowledged. In the next section, I apply the proposed clinical and non-clinical models to social conditions of domination. Discussing the philosophical underpinnings of the paranoid state, I draw attention to the idiosyncratic factors that lead to the state of paranoia. My argument is that where social surveillance is intense, paranoia becomes an informally institutionalized means of sustaining a regime’s capacity to control and a cultural trait.  

			A Philosophical Model of Social Paranoia 

			As a political means and a specific culture, domination has frequently been explained through surveillance and discipline by the Foucauldian model of the panopticon (the all-seeing and gazing eye). Foucault describes the panopticon as a machine of power whose gaze represents a mechanism through which power is exercised. Through discipline, modern institutions create “docile bodies,” subjects conditioned to being under constant surveillance. Initially control is imposed through force, but over time as people react to the politically more effective observation of their behavior, they begin to internalize the disciplinary control. The principle of the panopticon therefore becomes no longer its gaze but the automatization and disindividualization of power through conformity.22 

			Some scholars have argued that the regime-centered panopticon model is analytically limited beyond the forced enclosures,23 as the simple panoptic machine is incapable of producing a genuine desire to conform.24 Moreover, while Foucault breaks ground in explaining how modern systems of domination make the surveillance “permanent in its effects,” his analysis of control does not bear upon paranoid police societies where observation may be taken to highly refined levels. For this purpose the work of Vaclav Havel is more germane. Using the term “post-totalitarianism,” Havel describes a society in which excessive force ultimately gives way to a type of domination that is conducive to what this study calls a state of paranoia. 

			While systems of domination may be unnatural, post-totalitarian domination can endure for decades. One of the main reasons for its long survival is the system’s masterful use of an ideology which makes the center of power identical with the center of truth. In order to survive, an individual in a post-totalitarian society accepts an unnatural automatism of “hypocrisy and lies.”25 As Havel showed, a post-totalitarian system endures not necessarily because people believe in the system but because they collectively assent to its propaganda. A tacit consent of the citizenry maintains an illusory political culture and provides legitimacy to the political regime. The regime in turn takes advantage of a fearful and, potentially, increasingly deluded society. Because such a system is divorced from reality, any openings to what Havel calls “living in truth”26 threaten the legitimacy of societies built on a foundation of delusions.27  

			To salvage its claim to authority, a post-totalitarian regime performs “legitimacy games,” such as producing paranoid slogans. Legitimacy games provide the regime with a verbal and symbolic reassertion of its rationale. These games drive a sense of pathology, which sets additional conditions for shared bias. Using manipulative discourse, for instance, a regime creates pathologies based on the constructed expectation of unidirectional responsiveness.28 Unlike the political means of multi-directional deliberation or influence through persuasion, paranoia helps the rulers through threats of deleterious consequences to foster self-doubt and self-policing.29 Regimes fabricate a new reality, justify their power as the only alternative, and carry out the politics of domination. 

			Recognizing Social Paranoia and the Factors Sustaining It

			Based on the psychiatric and philosophic models outlined above, I now test the proposed manifestations of a paranoid state through a tentative analysis of Belarus. I argue that the Republic of Belarus is an autocratic state that functions in part on the principles of paranoia. The argument is that through paranoid means, the Belarusian regime ensures the existing order. Over time, citizens internalize a culture of observing and informing on others which establishes a state of paranoia. In this section, I describe four factors that sustain such a state. 

			Excessive Order and Rumination

			A dictatorship can be recognized as paranoid through delusive manifestations of a shared cognitive bias. One such manifestation is excessive collective order and discipline, which can be seen as a means of making sense of a disturbing and threatening social environment.30 In Belarus it is impossible not to notice how orderly everything is. The visible order spans from tidy streets and leashed dogs to neat attire and obeying traffic rules.31 The same order is visible in the realm of the political regime. This political order may be a result of a reasonably well-functioning regime. However, in Belarus, order also represents a constant political priority. For example, influenced by the 2014 events in Ukraine, President Alyaksandr Lukashenka repeatedly vowed in his annual address to “fight” for country’s “peace and order.”32 Calling his already orderly citizens to more order to prevent what happened in Ukraine from taking place in Belarus, Lukashenka portrayed himself as a strong leader. Yet, despite this appearance, the regime’s obvious fear of disorder remains. For example, while granting temporary visa-free travel requirements at the time of the 2014 ice hockey championship, Lukashenka aimed at preventing any protests by detaining dozens of political and civic activists. 

			Numerous Belarusians explain this orderly behavior as an expression of a national trait: pamiarkounost.33 A pamiarkouny person does not commit to anything before reflecting and ruminating on it. While this national trait could explain Belarusian orderly behavior, it offers insights into citizens’ lack of freedom. After analyzing the desultory democratization processes in the early 1990s, some suggest that this post-Soviet “nation was not ready to understand and practice freedom,” eventually electing as president “a candidate whom they underestimated. People thought he would remain in office only for a short while, as Belarus was a parliamentary republic.”34 The brief period of freedom of expression and association gave the little known Lukashenka the opportunity to reach people through the media and mass appeals. Once in office, he consolidated power and undermined the rule of law through authoritarian means.

			Belarusians’ ruminative character, through which they do not demand rapid political and economic change, may have contributed to the rise of paranoia. Rumination thwarted the struggles against the ingrained soviet legacies publicly promoted by Lukashenka. For instance, in a 1995 referendum, the people approved returning to a Soviet-era flag, Russian as the country’s official language, economic union with Russia, and the takeover of the dissolved Supreme Soviet by the president. The majority voted for staying with what was familiar rather than stepping out into the unknown, thereby exhibiting an example of rumination.35

			Lukashenka is able to gear the regime to the common citizen. Alexievich claims that “Lukashenka understands [Belarusians … and] does what they want.”36 Lukashenka has thus maintained his rule not only through outright repression, but he has managed to maintain an image essential to any authoritarian rule, i.e., the “impression of permanence.”37 He mimics real politics by creating an authoritarian culture of deceit through “voting exercises,” “organized victories” and “virtual” opposition.38 Lukashenka has also become what some consider an invincible “popular autocrat.” He enjoys a degree of genuine support among the electorate while mixing the mechanisms of autocracy and pluralism.39 

			While pamiarkounost may lead to paranoia, causality could work the other way as well. Once a post-totalitarian regime has consolidated power, it may foster excessively deliberative and indecisive behavior among the population. The trait of pamiarkounost–if not intentionally created–is at least nurtured by the regime to generate more control and provide more time to develop paranoia. To perpetuate paranoia, a dictatorial regime needs to control the socialization process and assure cultural continuity.40 A shared culture of pamiarkounost sets the stage for a social anxiety that makes one more vulnerable to delusional thought processes. The tangible order instills delusional respect for the state as well as fear of the regime. Rumination, thus, provides conditions for a state of paranoia.41 

			Emulation 

			Another manifestation of paranoia is emulation. To cope with an uncertain and nonintegrated identity, paranoiacs turn to role models to find a solid basis for a defensive behavior that assuages the anxiety of disturbing circumstances. Moreover, a composite anxiety experience is assimilated and internalized through the imitation of an antagonist.42 Hypervigilance and ruminative self-consciousness may emerge from personal or collective uncertainty about social standing43–particularly when one believes oneself to be under strong evaluative and organizational scrutiny.44  

			Several overlapping characteristics of emulation may help sustain the paranoid state of Belarus’ political regime and its society. Russia is Belarus’s most obvious model in regards to its economic, political and identity issues. The two countries have enjoyed strong economic ties since the early 1990s. Russia is by far Belarus’s largest trading partner and Belarus benefits significantly from Russian discounts on oil and natural gas.45 These international rents have not only buttressed the state’s coercive apparatus, they have also provided a means of distributing patronage that has helped the regime weather economic crises and enabled policies dependent on high public-sector expenditures.46 The country has also maintained its decades-old redistributive policies, which Lukashenka calls “market socialism.” Belarus’s income inequality is among the lowest in the world, which helps to limit its citizens’ desire to appeal for a more egalitarian society.47 Moreover, Lukashenka has maintained close political ties with Russia as Russia has remained largely supportive of Belarus’s commitment to dictatorship and its lingering loyalty to Soviet-type leadership and institutions.48 

			Identity theories provide additional support to the economic and political argument of emulation in Belarus. Sharing the experience of political socialization may result in a sense of belonging as well as in an attachment to such a culture.49 While Russia and Belarus share a common tsarist and Soviet heritage, Belarus also retains some elements of a Soviet mentality. Despite its 20 years of independence, Belarus has been clinging to a past nurtured by the regime’s Russification policies.50 Marharyta Fabrykant’s recent study of ordinary people’s narratives on national identity has shown that Belarusans develop their main characteristics “from tacit, or much rarer, open comparison of one’s own nation with other nations, which serve as a model.”51 The creation of Belarusan identity culminated with the Soviet project and with the establishment of the current borders during World War II. As a result, Belarus’s pre-Soviet history became alien and incorporated into the Russian cultural sphere,52 in which the communist-era psychology of state domination remained intact.53

			Memory Abuse 

			The study of narratives of national identity shows that few Belarusans refer to the past and even fewer to the future. Contemporary Belarusans seldom articulate great historical or national narratives. According to Fabrykant, the “atemporal narration of universal truths embedded in particular contexts gives the impression of a coping strategy.”54 The coping strategy might be the result of the narrators’ difficulty in understanding their own country as well as the world. It is intensified by a repressive environment that produces its own version of reality. While individuals “fabricate a memory”55 to help them define their collective identity and organize their political community,56 the creation of a false historical memory may be a manifestation of socially paranoid behavior.57 

			False memory creation and abuse helps sustain representations of identity and reality that support domination through the preservation of the regime’s political legitimacy. To survive Belarus’ paranoid regime and cope with perceived threats, an individual’s self-identification process is forced to reject support from the future or the past. In turn, both the past and the future are abused by the oppressive regime. The official politics of the past rely on a spurious interpretation of the glorious postwar Soviet era. The official future is oriented toward a stronger unity of former Soviet states, none of which has clearly rejected the often highly unjust legacies of the Soviet past. 

			One of the shrewdest abuses of memory-politics has come from Lukashenka. In 1991 a single deputy, Lukashenka, voted against the dissolution of the Soviet Union.  Since then, Lukashenka has regularly and publically boasted of having been that deputy.58 As 83 percent of Belarusians wanted to preserve the Soviet Union at the time of the March 1991 referendum, Lukashenka’s vote seemed to reflect the will of the majority.59 But his decision also bolstered a clever foreign relations strategy. Lukashenka’s pro-Soviet rhetoric allowed him to build strong economic and political ties with Russian leaders. Yet, Lukashenka’s alleged vote and nostalgia are problematic on two fronts. First, they represent an instance of the regime’s legitimacy games that attempt to sustain the paranoid legacies of the Soviet past. Second, Lukashenka was not actually the deputy who voted against the dissolution. According to the interviews conducted for this research, this vote came from a former member of the Constitutional Court, not from Lukashenka.

			Exit Paranoia

			Social practices generate cultural and political hegemony. The elements of excessive order, rumination, emulation and memory abuse can be co-opted by a paranoid regime that regards individuals as objects and instruments of its intentions. Those elements manufacture reality. In turn, subjection to a paranoid regime emerges mechanically from a fictitious relationship.  

			A paranoid patient needs to learn to recognize and distinguish between those perceptions that are true and accurate and those that are delusional60 and between those delusions that are in fact accurate perceptions and those that are not.61 However, like the psychosis on the individual level that evolves slowly and requires a gradual therapy strategy of cognitive resolution,62 social paranoia does not develop overnight and in turn requires an unhurried treatment. A dramatic solution to potentially paranoid cultures and institutions would be analogous to psychotherapy in helping to resolve the established but aberrant interpretations of the social and cultural milieu. Habitual ways of responding are extinguished slowly even when the environment changes. 

			Having outlined the basic premises of the paranoid state, I conclude by discussing alternatives to finding the possibility of resisting paranoia and exiting a fictitious reality based on the theory proposed above. I first present two examples of failed exit strategies currently taking place in Belarus: an external strategy of international sanctions and an internal strategy of silent acquiescence. Then, while acknowledging that police states cannot easily give up the control that is facilitated through delusional behavior without losing power, this study suggests the promotion of an environment fostering arts and the diversification of historical memory.

			Failed Strategies 

			To help extricate Belarus from repression, the West has imposed external punishment. Scholars seeking a convention targeting dictatorship as an international crime have even defined which types of governance violate international law and what kinds or punishment should be imposed through criminal prosecution.63 The hope of these scholars was that the international threat of legal action could help deter a regime from illiberal and oppressive actions.64 Besides potential punishment, treaty compliances would entail other economic and political costs that the leader may want to avoid.65 Moreover, the Western international community has imposed stringent sanctions, including a ban on trade with several Belarusian companies. The hope was that sanctions during a time of economic distress in which the country’s foreign reserves are dwindling, would force the regime to reform. But the effects of the sanctions weigh on ordinary citizens causing many people to turn away from the West. What is more, since the E.U. 2012 and 2013 financial sanctions on Belarus and the withdrawals of the E.U. diplomats, Belarus has strengthened its political dialogue with Russia, drawing the former even closer to the latter. 

			Internally, many people have chosen silence. They fear that the regime would see any attempt to expose the truth about repression as a security threat and respond with immediate and severe punishment. Speaking truthfully of the regime even in private endangers those engaged in the conversation. More reprisals lead to more distrust and paralysis, resulting in more control and observation, while suspicions of being under surveillance instill greater fear, apathy and, potentially, paranoia. More paranoia, in turn, yields more compliance.66 

			Such external and internal strategies fail. Sanctions alone can be counterproductive because the target regime may respond by tightening its internal controls, thus reinforcing the vicious cycle of paranoia through observation and informing. Silence by itself reaffirms the existence of paranoia. As Vaclav Havel has argued, complacency and tacit consent are a form of acquiescence to the system of control, fear and lies. Viable solutions––going beyond sanctions or silence––need to recognize and acknowledge the very factors sustaining a paranoid state of domination and control. Moreover, the exit strategies need to be designed to help people give up those beliefs or fears that maintain paranoia and to move beyond a fictitious reality.

			The Arts as Dissent

			Paranoid order as seen in Belarus can be countered by various forms of creative disorder, such as the arts. While artful dissent cannot be publicly or directly uttered, it creates a social space for the powerless to critique the powerful, remain sane and distance themselves from the paranoid regime. Criticizing a regime, especially through the arts, is a viable step in the process of extrication from the paranoid state. It is also a dangerous one. To criticize is to reverse a relationship between the dominant and alternative principles, which, in turn, indicates the superiority of the alternative.67 

			While the arts may be used by dissidents and dictators alike, artists make overcoming the barriers of collective action possible by providing a shared language that enables a wider critique. It has been shown that artistic performances can become political movements that replace regime ideologies. For example, the “adyge jegu” communal dance in the post-Soviet Caucasus has become not only a gesture of rejection toward certain Soviet forms of performance, but also a representation of identity processes that help to diversify the dominant state discourse.68 

			An apparently non-threatening, but rule-governed, artful performance can become an instrument of exiting a paranoid state. Criticism implies a process of providing justification that an alternative is preferable to existing policies. While artistic criticism represents additional threats to a paranoid regime, criticism also counters paranoia by forcing the affected society to transcend an environment in which alternatives do not exist or are distorted. 

			Diversification of Historical Memory 

			Like the arts, historical memory allows individuals to think beyond the limits imposed by current institutions.  In particular, competing memory accounts may bring about cultural and political change through remembrance. Walter Benjamin postulated that historical moments contain “the possibility of messianic redemption or revolutionary upheaval.”69 While savvy autocrats may achieve their own ends through the abuse of arts or history, individual and group memories can help envisage and create power as a constitutive force that defines new social settings. It has been empirically substantiated that truth can bring about social reconciliation,70 and that a public sphere open to competing memories and engaged with the historical past aids the process of institutional liberalization. A constructive policy of memory toward a dictatorial past can draw a liberating line between totalitarian legacies and a new developmental stage of a society.71  

			While subtle control through perceived discipline and legitimacy games reinforces exaggerated distrust between the regime and the people,72 historical truth can liberate people from lying and paranoia and restore social trust. Since the paranoid state is anachronistic, a diversified historical memory helps correct the narrow political condition. Paranoia then collapses on itself due to its lack of coherence with that which is real. For that reason, facilitating historical research and creating an arena where competing historical interpretations can be advanced may counter political elites who use and abuse historical facts to bolster the historical myths they seek to advance.73 The experience from transitional societies has shown that the diversification of memory helps rebuild public trust.  

			Trust, in turn, weakens citizens’ tolerance of a system of tacit acceptance. While historical remembrance makes civic life possible, trust mobilizes citizens from within. Trust and truth also challenge the amount of energy that goes into control as they counter unjustified suspicions about the loyalty of others.74 Taking an interdisciplinary approach to the study of the past can demonstrate a commitment to acknowledging past wrongs, promote trustworthy governance and help create a consensus on the country’s future. The process of revealing the truth can become empowering. Truth gives citizens a voice in the process and formally records and therefore validates their experiences. Individuals are thus able to assess the trustworthiness of institutions as well as other citizens and take risks.

			Conclusion

			One of the most immediate and efficient ways of achieving social control is through paranoid triggers. While this article’s interpretation of Belarusian reality could have seen paranoia in otherwise harmless actions, many Belarusians spend their lives coopted, repressed, intimidated, or even imprisoned and exiled. Responding to whether the walls of state harassment ought to be torn down from the outside or from within, the recently deceased Belarusian activist and scholar Vitali Silitski put it succinctly: “Change comes from within, and outside pressure can only relieve the worst aspects of repression [by using some of its] leverage to end the current nightmare phase.”75  

			In the paranoid state everyone is a suspect or a latent traitor. During the Cold War, it was fairly clear whom dissident authorities and their allies in civil society needed to oppose: state security apparatuses that violated individual and collective rights. The post-Cold War period has brought a more difficult challenge to parts of Eastern Europe: resisting new authoritarianism that may rest more on a collective psychosis than on a particular regime. 

			This analysis has attempted to contribute to a growing field of comparative political theory and psychology. It elaborated on the concept of a paranoid state in ways that are attentive to a particular context. As shown in the literature on regime transitions from totalitarian states, the strategies of artful dissent and the reclamation of memory can provide an internally generated means of exiting a paranoid state by leading to a society of mutual trust. Moreover, as the outcomes of the “color revolutions” have shown, non-democratic regimes are particularly “weak when the dominant moral codes shaped by history, identity and culture fail to legitimize authoritarian practices and institutions.”76 Recognizing and countering the cultural and political traits of paranoid states may allow the arts and memory to become a powerful and untapped reservoir of social capital for countering the state of paranoia. 
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			New Governance Options for Armenia Drawing on the UK’s Big Society 
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			Abstract: This article examines the recent Big Society decentralization reforms in the United Kingdom and assesses their applicability to Armenia. Surveys found that residents of the London district of Sutton were satisfied with the implementation of the reforms. Local government provided better services and many people were more likely to engage with the local government. Surveys in the Arabkir district of Yerevan found that officials and residents were generally supportive of decentralization reforms, but that they did not think that such reforms could be implemented in Armenia. 

			The “Big Society” of the United Kingdom was a policy idea launched in the Conservative Party’s 2010 manifesto.1 According to commentaries written in The Times and elsewhere, this was an “impressive attempt to reframe the role of government and unleash entrepreneurial spirit.”2 A distinct component of the Big Society agenda was embedded in the Localism Bill that aimed at implementing the policy of decentralization of power to local authorities and communities. 

			Adopted in 2010, the Localism Bill was a radical shift of power from the centralized state and a transformation from Big Government to Big Society.3 This new bill replaced the Local Government Act of 2000, enabling local authorities to decide their own governance systems. The UK government argued that this new approach to governance would encourage innovation, particularly at a time of severe budget cuts. The Localism Bill also gave local communities and councils the right to raise objections to the way in which their local government managed public services and to hold referendums in response to petitions from at least five percent of the electorate. 

			The Localism Bill is multi-faceted and addresses a range of quite diverse and specific issues related to local public policy. It sought to ensure that communities are empowered to do things their way, local government is free from central control, the supply of public services is diversified, local people have the power to determine public spending priorities, and accountability is strengthened. Without question, the act offered a welcome shift towards decision making rooted in local communities in response to their needs. Further, it encouraged volunteerism and active citizen involvement in local governance to help build stronger and more stable forms of community groups and leadership. However, decentralized decision making and delivery, if unrestricted, has the potential to disadvantage some groups and communities by reinforcing existing inequalities of access and influence.4 

			Philosophically the main concepts behind Big Society embrace the ideas of philosophers like Edmund Burke and Friedrich von Hayek.5 Supporters of Big Society claim that this is the best “opportunity … for communities to assert themselves, to demonstrate ownership and pride and take responsibility for creating a happy, healthy, and inclusive community.”6 Critics, on the other hand, argue that the underlying concepts of Big Society are too abstract and have the risk of not being understood and/or applied correctly. There are concerns that the agenda is simply an excuse for making budget cuts that would undermine what Big Society is supposed to achieve.7

			The past fifty years have witnessed the rise of centralized state systems throughout the globe. In recent decades, decentralization became a trend to delegate the responsibilities of centralized government to local authorities. The fundamental premise of such decentralization was to enhance efficiency through inter-governmental competition and fiscal discipline and to promote democratic values by increasing local participation in the provision of public services. Decentralization was widely lauded as a key component of good governance and development,8 primarily because it allowed government to function more efficiently and closer to the people; in turn, the people received more from government and accepted more authority.

			Theoretical Framework and Research Hypotheses

			The main concepts behind Big Society embrace the Burkean ideas of traditional conservatism, including developing small platoons of voluntary associations, and the Hayekian intersubjectivity, explained as the formation of social actors who advance through mutual discovery, which is impossible to plan in advance or anticipate.9 Further, the concept of Big Society has itself become a theory, which this research explores as a governance option that might be applicable for adoption by the Yerevan Municipality. This article explores the idea’s applicability to Armenia and attempts to identify aspects which would work in the Armenian environment at the current stage of development.

			First, we review the process currently being tested in the UK, drawing upon different, often mutually exclusive, theoretical and practical roots of decentralization. Then we test the level of readiness for such decentralization and its desirability for a developing country like Armenia. In that context, we review the key elements of the Localism Bill in comparison to other forms of decentralization and the level of public enthusiasm and support for Big Society in the UK We then explore those elements that could be adopted in Armenia and the corresponding foundation needed before decentralization.

			The hypotheses are:

			H1: The more informed citizens are of decentralization policies, the more they are likely to participate in local government.

			H2: The more educated citizens are, the more likely they are to participate in local government.

			H3: Yerevan citizens approve the realization of local government reforms in Armenia. 

			Given limited resources, the study was conducted only in Sutton, UK and in the Arabkir administrative district within the Yerevan municipality. Arabkir was selected as the administrative district of study for Yerevan primarily because local citizens are assumed to be more progressive, open-minded and supportive of reform endeavors. It is also assumed that the survey findings from Yerevan, due to its commonalities with many other post-Soviet cities with a comparable size and population, could be applicable to other cities as well and that survey results might become useful for other studies dealing with public policy issues in developing countries. In particular, Yerevan was chosen because it has recently undergone several significant local government reforms, the last major one in 2011. Still, it cannot be considered one of the most progressive post-Soviet cities in terms of local governance efficiency. Thus, Yerevan, in many ways, is similar both to the advanced Eastern European cities and also to Central Asian ones. Such a situation makes it a good choice for conducting a comparative study. 

			The Concept of Decentralization

			Within the large body of scholarly literature on decentralization, there is no consensus on the sources of effective public administration.10 Different schools of scholars argue that the various instruments of decentralization can alternatively affect the incentives of service providers positively or adversely, improving or worsening the provision of public services.11

			While economists focus on issues of efficiency and equity within the concept of decentralization, political scientists are more interested in the distribution of power, responsiveness, transparency, and accountability.12 Thus, scholars have attempted to explain the advantages and opportunities of government decentralization, using different lenses and looking at decentralization from different vantage points within government. The different viewpoints bring out the disparities between the theoretical rationale for decentralization and what gains are actually realized. Much of the scholarly literature on the subject focuses on understanding what has failed and on hypothesizing potential new approaches.

			Without doubt, decentralization demands courage and huge enthusiasm among those who proclaim it as their long-term objective. Indeed, in most governments which implement such reforms, “many high-level politicians and bureaucrats resent their loss of powers and resources.”13 Some of them eventually consent when they realize that decentralization increases regime legitimacy. Thus, not everyone in the upper levels of government moving forward with decentralization feels a sense of ownership.

			In the literature on different types of decentralization, the most common theoretical definitions usually include different processes, from “deconcentration” to “delegation” and “devolution.” In the case of deconcentration, central government passes down certain responsibilities to regional and local branch offices without the transfer of authority.14 This type of decentralization is also known as administrative decentralization. The next level of decentralization is delegation or fiscal decentralization, when central government transfers responsibility for decision making and administration of public functions to local governments, which implies less control by central government.15 According to the theory of federalism, fiscal decentralization, when used as a tool of government reform, increases government effectiveness, reduces government budgets, and also curtails corruption.16 In the case of democratic decentralization, central government transfers decision making so that local governments become quasi-autonomous in administering their finances and in managing different functions. However, practice shows that strengthening local government authorities without strong central power does not ease existing problems (such as conflict among geographically concentrated minorities), but can exacerbate them.17

			Centrally controlled decentralization has negligible influence if the suggestions made by various public institutions, e.g., non-governmental organizations or associations of local government organizations, are not taken into consideration.18 Decentralization should not merely have administrative value, but it should also include a civic dimension so as to increase the opportunities for citizens to take an interest in public affairs.19 Especially in the case of devolution, which primarily introduces various development programs, the public should acquire a sense of ownership of, and assume responsibility for, those programs. “As local residents come to identify themselves with such programs, they become capable of maintaining, repairing, and renewing them more diligently. Such enhanced maintenance makes development more sustainable and the results foreseeable.”20 Similarly, Jones showed that campaigns to raise public awareness also affect the level of acceptance of, and community participation in, decentralized government initiatives, particularly in more affluent neighborhoods.21

			Decentralization in most cases enables civil society organizations to exercise their newborn influence using the more ordered, focused processes that prevail in elected bodies. Although decentralization does not make civil society organizations more responsible, it creates opportunities for them to exercise influence in elected bodies that are accountable to the electorate. Thus, “what a government does and how it does it depends on the people who manage and control the … government. How the three branches interact—and how people in civil society organizations and the media react to the policies and activities of the government—determines the effectiveness of a country’s governance.”22 

			Overall, as Meyer and Hammerschmid demonstrate, the majority of European states remain centralized, with several countries like Greece and Luxembourg being highly centralized. Only three of the 28 OECD countries were reported to be decentralized (the Netherlands, UK and Sweden), while only one of them (Sweden) is highly decentralized. Collective decision-making has shown better results in more than half of OECD countries.23

			Decentralization in Developing Countries

			So far our analysis has focused on developed countries, but to fully understand decentralization, it is necessary to study developing countries as well. Bird and Vaillancourt, who have examined this experience of such countries, came to the conclusion that it is hard to make predictions about the outcome of decentralization, because it can become both a panacea and a plague.24 Comparing the experience of 10 countries, and seeking to understand why some succeed and others fail, they argue that a successful top-down decentralization process depends on a country’s state policy, level of public engagement and evaluation capacity.

			Other authors have found that in some of the poorest countries characterized by weak institutions and political conflicts, decentralization could actually make matters worse. The poverty impact of decentralization would appear to depend less on the physical characteristics of a country than on the capacity and willingness of policy makers to ensure a pro-poor devolution process. Two important policy lessons have been identified by the OECD Development Center: “First, in an environment where the central state is not fulfilling its basic functions, decentralization could be counterproductive … Secondly, in countries that are fulfilling their functions, decentralization could be a powerful tool for poverty reduction, improving representation of the poor and better targeting of service delivery.”25

			As noted above, one of the main types of decentralization is fiscal decentralization. One of the most interesting studies in this vein was conducted by J.G. Alegre26 using panel data from seventeen Spanish regions during 1984–2003. The author shows that fiscal decentralization is a crucial determinant of the share of the public budget devoted to capital spending at the regional level. Decentralized provinces dedicate a smaller portion of their budget to capital, in contrast to current, public expenditure. The author concludes that decentralization could explain why decentralized economies generally have a larger share of current spending in the public budget and are less inclined to make investments in infrastructure.

			A. Patterson27 argues that one of the greatest contributions of decentralization to society is that it has increased political participation among the most deprived social groups, such as women in Senegal. He also posits that even though Senegal has one of the lowest literacy rates for females, rural women in the country have managed to create state-recognized women’s groups, which provide credit and mutual aid to members. Similar set-ups in the form of women shirkats (or associations) have also existed in many countries of the Middle East, particularly in the Armenian communities of Lebanon and Syria.28

			Researchers who have examined the effects of decentralization in developing countries argue that political or democratic decentralization is expected to offer citizens the possibility of increased participation in local decision-making processes, from which they have generally been excluded. Improved representation of formerly excluded people in local municipalities could give the poor better access to local public services and social security schemes, reducing vulnerability and insecurity. In ethnically divided countries, decentralization could also offer a way to share power among local ethnic groups, thereby establishing grounds and processes for political consensus and stability. A stabilized political system offers a foundation for the poor to build up their life and to begin participating. More generally, it can also contribute to a reduction in their vulnerability to shocks.29

			In some countries, decentralization attempts have brought negative consequences. Probably the most well-known case is that of Indonesia, where the government initiated one of the most ambitious decentralization schemes in modern history. Although it significantly improved the country’s level of democracy, the local-government proliferation30 reform resulted in a large number of new local governments, each of which had its own jurisdiction, and created fragmentation in the country’s regional development.31 Furthermore, in many places where decentralization is initiated, programs are often accompanied by attractive slogans which tend to exaggerate the benefits of the project. The experience of Kerala, a small village in India, makes clear that such gaps should be considered to achieve a realistic assessment of decentralization in developing countries.32

			Thus, when considering the theory of decentralization, one should move beyond the traditional tradeoff of how “centralization is better for dealing with spillovers and decentralization is better for dealing with heterogeneity,”33 by exploring political-economic issues of institutional processes and responsibilities at both local and central levels. First, there might be disparities between regions or localities, in which case democratic decentralization may play a creative role. Many decentralized regimes have provisions for providing subordinate areas with better-than-average resources. They also give elected officials of such areas more equitable representation in the political system, which helps them seek a more equitable delivery of resources. But one should also keep in mind that principles of fair distribution and equity are attributes of democratic states, while in many hybrid regimes with strong authoritarian tendencies the situation is different and more complicated. 

			Studies show that in many developing states of Africa, there is a problem with capacity to implement decentralization. By “capacity” we mean “the ability to access and use knowledge and skills to perform a task, to act in pursuit of an objective.”34 Thus, according to a 2005 survey conducted by the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), the vast majority of African states experience huge problems when dealing with decentralization. Further, the structures of local accountability are nonexistent in many, and local governments are often at the mercy of local power elites who may hinder public delivery of social services, infrastructure amenities and conditions favorable to local business development.

			Decentralization in Brazil, for example, authorized old political actors, especially state governors, with new and powerful roles. Here, the level of continuity between old and new regimes is high.35 To be truly effective, decentralization has to include serious attempts to change the existing structures of power within groups and to improve the opportunities for involvement and voice, as well as engaging those who have been marginalized in the political process.36

			Improving representation by no means implies that decentralization in developing countries is a matter of building a utopia, but rather achieving a result through the joint participation of many social groups and by the authorities’ willingness to contribute to it. 

			Such an approach was taken in the majority of central and eastern European countries, where decentralization was promoted not only to overcome former communist practices, but also to alleviate regional ethnic conflicts by bringing decision-making closer to the citizens.37 The case of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) presents substantial information from a country on a level of democratization and development comparable to Armenia. Striving for accession to the EU and making every effort to comply with its standards, Macedonia took radical measures to improve its healthcare system and to curtail corruption. In that regard, Menon criticizes the Macedonian government’s strategy, arguing that although “decentralization is commonly championed as a means for achieving equity… a hastily implemented program in Macedonia, in which underlying institutional weaknesses prevail, will actually erode and further compromise healthcare provision especially for certain under-developed areas and vulnerable groups.”38

			Another study on Hungary draws attention to a problem typical for the vast majority of former-Soviet countries – overpopulation of capital cities. Budapest has a population exceeding 20 percent of the overall population of Hungary. Largely due to this phenomenon, Sillince39 argues, Hungarian industry has only mediocre productivity. Decentralization might resolve this problem by partially shifting industry to the peripheries.

			While many countries have taken steps towards decentralization, the current picture of administrative practice throughout the developing world, including Africa, Latin America, and Asia is still by and large centralized, while involvement of line management is rather limited. The picture is largely the same in Europe. The vast majority of generally successful models of decentralization can be found in the U.S. and UK

			Research Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis

			In this study, we use a mixed methodology to assess the effectiveness of the Localism Bill from the perspective of citizen involvement and public satisfaction with decentralization. Using an explanatory design, we explain the effectiveness of implementation of the Localism Bill and explore the degree to which certain components of the bill could be useful for Armenia. Another reason for choosing the explanatory research design was the need to find cause-and-effect relationships among variables that contribute to successful implementation of decentralization. 

			To gather quantitative data, two structured survey questionnaires were used to measure public opinion, one in the UK and one in Armenia. To drill down further in the Armenian case, quantitative data analysis was supplemented with content analysis of documents and notes from open-ended interviews with government officials on the current state of governance in Yerevan. The qualitative analysis also sought to measure the extent to which it is necessary to pursue reforms in this area.

			The first survey was conducted online among citizens of Sutton, UK, between April 3rd and April 14th, 2013, using Google Docs. The link to the survey questionnaire was placed on more than a dozen Sutton organizations’ Facebook pages. The main advantages of this methodology were time management, as there was no need for the researcher’s physical presence and also lack of instrumentation issues, which might arise if someone not associated with the study conducted the survey. The main limitation of such a methodology was that only those people who used Facebook and were aware of the aforementioned pages, were likely to respond to the questionnaire, which prevented a certain portion of the population from participating in the survey. To avoid biases associated with giving more chances to respond to those people who are more likely to be active, Facebook pages of organizations representing a wide range of disciplines were identified, to include as large a portion of the population as possible. 

			 Aside from this survey, to mitigate some of the cost of using a specific methodology, the 2011 survey conducted by the London Borough of Sutton Council (n=1,014 local residents) was used in our analysis for triangulation of the findings and for gaining additional information on the level of public satisfaction at different stages of decentralization. For Armenia, residents of Arabkir district were surveyed on their perception of specific provisions of the Localism Bill, as applied to their city. The second survey took place from April 15 to April 25, 2013. Stratified random sampling method was selected realized by way of home visits through five highly residential streets, including the main artery of the district, Komitas avenue. These surveys were analyzed during May 2013. Additionally, semi-structured expert interviews were conducted to gain insight into various Armenian officials’ position on the need for decentralization and the current state of public administration in Yerevan. 

			The main assumption of the current study is that the UK model of local government is different from other attempts tested in different countries and merits consideration and further analysis for possible partial or even complete adoption in Armenia. Here, the researchers assume that no advance development stages are necessary for implementation of the more elementary components of decentralization that do not require sophisticated administrative systems.

			The Localism Bill in Sutton

			The Sutton survey showed that 60 percent (242 residents) of the respondents have a good understanding of what the Localism Bill is and how, as citizens, they participate in the council and other community groups. The survey also examined how local citizens felt about the council, as this indicator is meant to show the overall satisfaction with how the council operates. A significantly high proportion of the respondents (37.4 percent) indicated that they felt they could influence council-run services in their area, though the percentage was still less than half. In this regard, the results from the 2013 survey are considerably higher than the earlier survey conducted by the Sutton Council in 2010, showing that the level of awareness of the Localism Bill as well as participation in government has increased since enactment of the Bill in 2010. 


	Figure 1. Correlation between Willingness to Participate in Government and Personal Characteristics

		1. Gender
	2. Age Group
	3. Weekly income (in UK Pounds)
	4. Level of Education
	5. My occupation is in the field of (please check the box that applies)
	6. I am currently involved or intend to actively engage in local government affairs.

	1. Gender
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	.108*
	.002
	.022
	.054
	-.060

	Sig. (2-tailed)
		.029
	.968
	.655
	.275
	.261

	N
	406
	406
	406
	406
	406
	352

	2. Age Group
	Pearson Correlation
	.108*
	1
	.415**
	.520**
	-.071
	-.128*

	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.029
		.000
	.000
	.153
	.016

	N
	406
	406
	406
	406
	406
	352

	3. Weekly income (in UK Pounds)
	Pearson Correlation
	.002
	.415**
	1
	.642**
	-.351**
	.134*

	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.968
	.000
		.000
	.000
	.012

	N
	406
	406
	406
	406
	406
	352

	4. Level of Education
	Pearson Correlation
	.022
	.520**
	.642**
	1
	-.319**
	.127*

	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.655
	.000
	.000
		.000
	.018

	N
	406
	406
	406
	406
	406
	352

	5. My occupation is in the field of (please check the box that applies)
	Pearson Correlation
	.054
	-.071
	-.351**
	-.319**
	1
	-.220**

	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.275
	.153
	.000
	.000
		.000

	N
	406
	406
	406
	406
	406
	352

	6. I am currently involved or intend to actively engage in local government affairs.
	Pearson Correlation
	-.060
	-.128*
	.134*
	.127*
	-.220**
	1

	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.261
	.016
	.012
	.018
	.000
	
	N
	352
	352
	352
	352
	352
	352

	*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).








			Next, we measured the success level of decentralization by investigating the extent to which Sutton residents are involved or intend to get involved in local government. We found that 43.2 percent of respondents (152 citizens) were involved in government. This shows a significant improvement compared to 2011 survey results showing only 20 percent engaged in Sutton Council activities; further, our survey showed that 51 percent of respondents are interested in what the local council is doing. Overall, these results demonstrate that decentralization in Sutton does not merely have administrative value, but it also includes a “civic dimension,” which increases the opportunities for citizens to take interest in public affairs.40

			We also performed a correlation analysis to test the relationship, if any, among citizens who indicated that they are participating or are willing to participate in government, with their personal characteristics, i.e., level of income, education, and occupation. The results of the correlation are presented in Figure 1. This analysis indicates that a person’s age does not greatly influence his/her active involvement in local government, with a relatively weak correlation coefficient (r = - 0.128 α=0.05).41 Residents with higher education (r = 0.127) and higher income (r = 0.141) are more likely to engage in local government. Figure 1 also shows that the correlation between involvement in local government and occupation is r = - 0.220 (α=0.01) indicating that people in certain occupations  education, healthcare, construction, public sector  are better disposed to work with the local council than private business owners, students, and retired citizens. 

			A cross-tabulation was performed to understand if any relationship exists between respondents’ awareness of the Localism Bill and their acknowledgement that the central government is alleviating targets, easing the burden of inspection, and reducing red tape. The results demonstrate that 86 percent of respondents who had better knowledge of the Localism Bill were also more inclined to laud decentralization. We also tested the relationship between respondents’ knowledge of the Bill and their involvement in government and found that a strong correlation existed (r = 0.369, α=0.01). These results are congruent with the roots of Big Society, i.e., the Burkean concept of traditional conservatism that calls for the development of small platoons of voluntary associations. 

			Next, we tested the relationship between active participation in local government and level of satisfaction with the new power invested in citizens. We found that a relationship exists between respondent’s active involvement in local government and various freedoms and flexibilities that the central government delegates to local councils. The strongest correlation (ρ= 0.357, α=0.01)42 is between citizen involvement in local government and responsiveness to important public services. Similarly, there is a strong relationship between citizen involvement in government and government’s adoption of a new neighborhood planning system that would allow communities to participate in the planning process through local parish councils or neighborhood forums.

			While the majority of respondents (73%) were satisfied with the results of decentralization, there are distinct groups that are dissatisfied with their local council. Respondents who are 60 years or older and citizens with disabilities or long-lasting illnesses are less satisfied with the way their council operates. This is because older residents are less likely to use those services that are drawing the highest levels of satisfaction, i.e., schools (89%) and services for younger people (66%).43 Nevertheless, most respondents have shown satisfaction with the programs that the council has introduced or launched. Moreover, the results indicate that the council has acquired a sense of ownership and started to assume greater responsibility for those programs. According to Crook and Manor, such levels of satisfaction are likely to lead to more sustainable programs and results.44

			If one compares the UK case with existing concepts of decentralization, it becomes clear that this case is closer to devolution or democratic decentralization, during which central government transfers decision making power, while local governments become quasi-autonomous in administering their finances and in managing different functions. 

			Applicability of the British Model to Armenia

			I examined the degree to which residents of Arabkir would find the implementation of decentralization reforms both important for Armenia and feasible. According to the survey, 61.2 percent (125) of respondents find such reforms important for the city of Yerevan. 

			However, although residents found decentralization important, respondents do not rate high the feasibility of implementing decentralization reforms. Only 13.1 percent (29 individuals) thought that such reforms were highly likely. The main driver for the skepticism was the prevailing lack of trust in both central and local governments. 

			On the question of whether the Yerevan Municipality would function better if central government were to break down or eliminate the barriers that stop local authorities and civil society – charities, social enterprises and voluntary organizations – from getting things done for the common good, 73 percent (152) of respondents responded positively. However, respondents had difficulty imagining how the decentralization would work in practice. Only 29.2 percent (61) agreed or totally agreed that it would be feasible to establish an effective and more participatory planning and reporting system. On the issue of whether citizen groups could do a better job of providing public services, such as waste management, only 30.8 percent (63) answered positively. 

			People who work in the public sector  education, healthcare, etc.  or construction support the local government delegating responsibility to residents (correlation of r = - 0.147, α=0.05). This finding corresponds with what various authors have asserted, namely that granting ordinary citizens better chances to participate in local decision-making processes improves the quality of public services and reduces vulnerability and insecurity.45

			Next, we performed content analysis of the notes from in-depth expert interviews with local government officials, using key descriptors, including (a) local government’s ability to manage the city without control and oversight from central government; (b) local government’s willingness to accept reforms to establish an effective planning and reporting system; (c) local government’s ability to assume responsibility for public services; (d) local government’s desire to delegate/authorize community groups to assume responsibility; and (e) local government’s willingness to actively engage local residents in governance.

			This analysis suggests that the Yerevan Municipality is neither able nor wishes to become independent from central government oversight and control. The majority of officials stated that the “Republic of Armenia law on local government concerning the city of Yerevan” adopted in 2008, has substantially decreased the role of Yerevan in the national government hierarchy and is clearly an improvement over the previous one. 

			The interviews showed that the role of the Armenian government in running the city of Yerevan is mostly advisory and the mayor of Yerevan has a reciprocal role in the Armenian government. Three of the experts interviewed noted that because of the current system, various administrative districts of Yerevan have significantly increased their productivity and efficiency. 

			The Yerevan municipality is currently preparing an amendment to the law on the planning system. Specifically, this amendment will address the waste collection system to make it more efficient by capping the number of private companies that operate in this domain. This plan lacks universal support. One member of the Armenian National Assembly’s Standing Committee on Territorial Management and Local Self-Government supported this position during our interview and also noted that the planning system demands significant reforms, explaining that “it needs to meet both internal and external challenges and opportunities.” However, several other officials took a milder position, asserting that such reform is not necessary at this time, while others indicated that any reform in this sphere would “spoil everything,” without offering further explanations.

			With regard to local authorities having direct responsibility for public services, the situation is even more complex. During a casual conversation with some of the officials, it became clear that local government would like its districts to engage in governance more actively in the future, hoping that none of them would lag behind the other areas as happens today. However, those officials who are directly responsible for the provision of the aforementioned services decisively spoke against assuming such authority. One of the administrative district heads also stated that delegating so much power would have drastic results for the community, though he did not elaborate what those consequences would be.

			Among those officials who were interviewed, only one expressed enthusiasm for passing a new law on local self-government, which would increase the level of cooperation among neighboring communities. He stated that, although local government does not believe it is necessary to adopt a new law, several key elements within the existing law should be changed. Some of the officials claimed that the scope of their communities’ cooperation with others is significant and covers a broad range of issues. In contrast, others noted that there is almost no cooperation among district authorities and that each district authority makes decisions without consulting with the others. This fact was acknowledged by a high-level local government official, who stated that among various reforms in progress is a new waste-collection system, which is intended to improve waste collection, but is likely to also increase local authorities’ willingness and responsibility to cooperate with one another on other issues. Enhancing the level of co-operation among neighboring communities was acknowledged as being critical to the next phase of reforms that local government will undergo. 

			One of the main problems frequently cited was the need to increase local accountability and to engage more ordinary citizens to participate actively in crafting the new system. Experts mentioned that a series of initiatives known as “A Wall of Wishes” were organized in several districts of Yerevan, and ordinary citizens were encouraged to write their proposals on the wall in the expectation that the most important wishes would be discussed by the municipality and voted for adoption. This arrangement has so far been the only one adopted by the government that makes effective citizen input possible.

			The need for such input is seen as significant. Two other issues that were mentioned to increase local residents’ engagement are a hot line, through which fellow citizens can share their opinions and speak out, as well as the single-window system, which makes the local government functioning less complicated, more convenient and closer to the people since it is possible to resolve all problems in a single location.

			One of the administrative district heads mentioned that there are special days when local residents can discuss their neighborhood problems with professionals, share their opinions and participate in hearings devoted to those problems, organized by the district authority. This type of interaction between representatives of state and society came up more often than other issues and in a more positive context. It is a field where the municipality’s input is the most significant and the outputs are appreciated by the population. For that reason, of the five descriptors listed above, “local government’s willingness to actively engage local residents in governance” scored higher than the others.

			Conclusion

			The Sutton Survey completed in 2013 showed significant improvements in the efficacy of local government and public satisfaction with it as compared to the earlier survey run by Sutton Council in 2011. Regarding the main questions on the implementation of the Localism Bill, the majority of respondents gave positive feedback. A noteworthy increase in the level of satisfaction with their council among the residents of Sutton suggests that the majority of respondents acknowledge a positive shift in local government’s policy, which once again demonstrates that the level of public enthusiasm and implementation support for Big Society in the UK is high. The findings also suggest a bigger appetite by residents for involvement in the council. But, the council’s efforts here may be better focused on mobilizing those individuals already doing their share, since it is probably those already volunteering in their community who are more likely to want to do more.

			Summing up, the overall positive results outweigh the negative ones. Accordingly, the reforms in the London Borough of Sutton offer an interesting model that could be considered for application and implementation, with some changes, in other countries.

			Our analysis of the applicability of the British model to Armenia clearly showed the respondents’ willingness to realize local government reforms in Yerevan. A more decentralized system closer to the public is one of the main priorities for almost everyone surveyed or interviewed. Nevertheless, the majority of respondents did not consider such reforms feasible in Armenia. 

			The interviews with local officials demonstrated that there is an increasing trend in the Yerevan Municipality to improve the quality of public services it provides. This fact was acknowledged by the citizens themselves when questioned on waste collection and transportation systems. Moreover, both the Yerevan Municipality and the government have already taken significant steps that would make policy reforms in this domain possible, e.g., the establishment of the “Wall of wishes” or the recent reforms to the “Republic of Armenia law on local government in the city of Yerevan.” But, it is important to note that the majority of respondents articulated doubt that these reforms could be implemented in Armenia. Nevertheless, both survey and interview results speak to the eagerness of officials and the public in reforming the system of local governance to improve the quality of life and the common good.
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