
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		


		
			Karen Dawisha: Scholar, Intellectual, 

			
				
					


				

			

			Institution-Builder

			Venelin I. Ganev

			Miami University of Ohio – 

			Havighurst Center for Russian and Post-Soviet Studies

			Karen Dawisha debuted as a scholar in 1972 when she published her first article. Her second appeared three years later. These early texts are notable because they do not contain a single reference to the writings of a female Western academic. Clearly, the young, Colorado-born scholar who was working on her dissertation in the United Kingdom was entering a field from which women were mostly absent. In subsequent years the field would change – at least in part because Karen Dawisha established for herself the reputation of an insightful expert on Soviet politics and a widely admired political scientist and thus became a role model for the cohorts of female graduate students whose careers began in the 1980s and the 1990s. 

			Her first two essays also make it easy to understand what made Dawisha’s success possible. They are written in clear, jargon-free language; they offer arguments grounded in masterfully crafted analytical frameworks; their central messages are articulated in a lucid and compelling manner. The articles also reveal the sheer scope and depth of the young author’s knowledge: the first one, on “The Roles of Ideology in the Decision-Making of the Soviet Union” (published in International Relations), contains references to Barrington Moore, C. Wright Mills, Daniel Bell and Talcott Parsons, as well as philosophical digressions on Karl Marx. The second one, on “Soviet Cultural Relations with Iraq, Syria and Egypt, 1955-1970” (published in Soviet Studies), contains references to James Rosenau, K.J.Holsti, Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anastas Mikoyan as well as quantitative analysis of a painstakingly compiled data set. Even at this early stage of her career, Dawisha demonstrated that she was fully capable of pursuing versatile projects with methodological rigor and analytical dexterity. 

			Over the next four decades Karen Dawisha made key contributions to at least four areas of substantive knowledge about the Soviet and post-Soviet political universes. 

			The first one is Soviet domestic politics. In her debut article she offers a subtle analysis of the impact of Marxism-Leninism on the decision-making procedures and policy choices institutionalized by Soviet political elites. Dawisha’s article also placed a special emphasis on how the internal contradictions within the reigning ideology over time generate markedly different forms of governmental action. In the 1980s she continued these explorations and published insightful studies of the organizational evolution of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the role of state structures in Soviet-type regimes, and the distinct characteristics of Soviet bureaucratic politics. 

			Secondly, Karen Dawisha is well-known as a perspicacious observer of Soviet foreign policy. Her dissertation – which she defended in 1975 at the London School of Economics, before a committee that included academic luminaries such as Leonard Schapiro and Humphrey Trevelyan – was entitled “Soviet Foreign Policy Toward Iraq, Syria and Egypt.” Over the next dozen years it was precisely to the global entanglements of the Soviet Union that she devoted the bulk of her scholarship. Fairly quickly, she became the only Western expert who could competently discuss Soviet foreign policy both in the Middle East and in Eastern Europe (her first book, which came out in 1979, is entitled Soviet Policy Towards Egypt; her second book, published five years later, is entitled The Kremlin and the Prague Spring). And as the decade progressed, she was among the few academics who instantly recognized the significance of Gorbachev’s reforms: her explorations of the effect of perestroika on Marxist regimes in Eastern Europe and the impact of the East European satellites’ growing restlessness culminated in the publication of one of her most widely read and admired monographs, Eastern Europe, Gorbachev and Reform: The Great Challenge. 

			After the collapse of communism, Dawisha’s attention shifted to postcommunist transformations. The four-volume series on politics in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union she edited with Bruce Parrott for Cambridge University Press remains one of the most important contributions to the literature about the turbulent 1990s. In addition, Karen Dawisha published theoretical essays on the notion of democratic consolidation and the impact of electoral politics on divided societies. 

			Finally, over the last two decades, Karen Dawisha’s scholarship turned towards domestic politics in postcommunist Russia, and more specifically the essential characteristics of Putin’s regime. The most important product of her scholarly effort in that regard is the brilliant and controversial Putin’s Kleptocracy. This widely discussed book did elicit some disagreements which focused mostly on the empirical evidence she presented in order to substantiate her claim that a Putin-led “cabal” already existed in the mid-1990s (which critics like Stephen Kotkin deemed to be insufficient) and on the broad concept of kleptocracy which she conjured up (and which critics like Richard Sakwa believed to be under-articulated and one-sided). But it is undeniable that the book expanded the universe of facts available to scholars who study Russia, offered a coherent analytical account of the massive shifts that reshaped institutional and political landscapes in the 1990s and inspired novel ways of thinking about the linkages between money and power in authoritarian regimes. 

			The five essays in this Festschrift illustrate the heuristic potential, intellectual import, and remarkably broad range of Karen Dawisha’s scholarly work. Valerie Bunce and Aida Hozic build upon her insights about the political calculus that undergirds decision-making in the Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia. Such insights, the authors argue, are indispensable for understanding enduring patterns in Russian politics, and more specifically ruling elites’ propensity to engage in “diffusion-proofing,” or taking preemptive measures at home and abroad to protect their regimes from possible contagion effects associated with popular uprisings against authoritarian rulers from neighboring countries. Gulnaz Sharafutdinova shows how Dawisha’s explorations of kleptocracy as practiced in Putin’s Russia – and particularly the mechanisms deployed to siphon off stolen assets abroad – illuminate the various ways in which Russia is embedded in the economic structures and transnational institutions of a globalized world. Caress Schenk relies on Dawisha’s analysis of the interplay of domestic and foreign policy considerations in political decision-making in order to examine shifting modes of enforcement and non-enforcement of Russia’s immigration laws. Venelin I. Ganev explores the rarely discussed theoretical dimensions of Putin’s Kleptocracy, and more concretely what a social theorist might learn from Dawisha’s robust descriptions of elite agency in postcommunism, the nature of the assets used by strategically located cadres, and the organizational strategies deployed by Putin and his collaborators in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Finally, Stephen Deets and Jennifer Skulte-Ouaiss emphasize that Dawisha’s conclusions about the divisive effects of postcommunist electoral politics are easily applicable to other contexts, e.g. ethnically and religiously split societies like Lebanon. 

			What the essays included in this Festschrift demonstrate, therefore, is that irrespective of what exploratory journey social scientists decide to embark upon today, Karen Dawisha might be among their most desired and cherished intellectual companions. 

			Beyond scholarly research, arguably Karen Dawisha’s most remarkable intellectual achievement is that after the collapse of the Soviet Union she was able to reinvent herself as a sharp observer of postcommunist politics. At first glance, such a transition might appear to be natural. In fact, it is not: few of those who began their careers studying Soviet-type politics were subsequently able to make innovative contributions to the literature on postcommunism (Valerie Bunce, the most distinguished contributor to this special issue, is among them). Some remained trapped in ideological polemics featuring Russia as a place where promising experiments are constantly undermined by a nefarious West (with the IMF, the World Bank and “neo-liberal reformers” cast in the role of villains previously assigned to NATO and American imperialism). Others never grasped the nature of the transformative dynamics that propelled the massive changes of the 1990s and could not separate the analytically important wheat from the sensationalist chaff. Still others chose to focus on current events ensuring that their opinions and conclusions were quickly superseded by subsequent developments. In sum, the number of former Sovietologists who were able to write important articles and books on postcommunist Russia is intriguingly small. 

			Karen Dawisha is one of these Sovietologists. Her ability to maintain her scholarly presence in a field of study that was increasingly populated by the “young lions and lionesses” of the 1990s and 2000s, recent PhDs who studied postcommunism without ever having done research on communism, should be attributed to her unique talent for detecting and explaining the sometimes bewildering combinations of ruptures and continuities that transpired in the former Soviet world. She is one of the few scholars who can amalgamate analytical accounts of what happened before and after 1991 into compelling interpretative narratives. But there are at least two other reasons why Karen Dawisha gained recognition as an astute observer of postcommunist politics. 

			The first one is her open-mindedness as a scholar and intellectual. Her research agenda has never been molded by an unwavering commitment to a particular ideology, research program or methodology. To be sure, often she does hold strong opinions and has never shied away from polemical engagements, as her exchanges with Graham Allison in the 1980s and Stephen Cohen in the 2000s amply demonstrate. But she never seeks to impose preconceived notions on complex realities and seems always aware of the fact that interpretative frameworks that have proven to be helpful in the past may have become inadequate. Unlike many of her fellow Sovietologists, Dawisha appeared ready to recognize the obsolescence of habitually deployed interpretative strategies and to accept the fact that new political realities must be approached from new analytical vantage points. 

			The other reason why Karen Dawisha was able to metamorphose successfully from a Sovietologist into an expert on postcommunism is her self-restraint (it should be pointed out that this is a scholarly virtue which, alas, only tenured professors can afford; Dawisha was granted tenure in 1976 at the University of Southampton, and became a full professor at the University of Maryland, College Park, in 1985). Amidst the convulsions of the 1990s it was expected that it would be precisely those who claimed to understand the politics of Soviet-type regimes that would serve as reliable explainers of postcommunist transformations. And many did try to play that role: they rapidly published commentaries, analyses and opinions both in scholarly journals and collections of essays, and in mass media outlets. But that is not how Karen Dawisha chose to behave. Here is an interesting fact about her scholarship: in the 1980s, Dawisha published 30 articles and book chapters; in the 1990s – only 11, and of those 4 were on the Soviet, not the post-Soviet era. Behind these numbers stands the realization that what is clearly visible and thus easy to discuss may also be analytically unimportant and political inconsequential – and that, more generally, “things growing are not ripe until their season.”1 That is why efforts to render postcommunism intelligible might easily go astray: interpretative paradigms that invoked instantly recognizable notions such as “neoliberal reforms,” “the arrival of capitalism,” “transition to democracy,” “the rise of electoral politics, political parties and parliamentarism,” “center-periphery relations,” or “the legacies of the past” might indeed help us make sense of what is happening. At the same time, the legibility of the newly emerging contexts is purchased at a very high price: forsaking true understanding. It seems, therefore, that sometimes the intellectually appropriate thing to do is to resist the temptation to declare that what is happening before our eyes is a confirmation of a pet theory, sit back, follow events – and think. While Dawisha remained active in the 1990s – as the above-mentioned Cambridge University Press series attests – she generally refrained from entering the raging debates du jour. When she did begin to publish more ambitious scholarly texts – on the divisive impact of multi-party elections, on the concept of democratic consolidation, and, especially, on Putin – she had strikingly original things to say. 

			Here, then, are the enduring characteristic of Karen Dawisha’s scholarship: a deep knowledge of a particular region admixed with an alertness of the mind that made it possible for her to see that this region is changing in unpredicted and unpredictable ways; mastery of currently available analytical tool-kits combined with the clear understanding that sometimes the overreliance on such tool-kits is a sign of intellectual laziness; intellectual curiosity and courage tampered by analytical rigor. It is precisely this panoply of intellectual virtues and scholarly skills that enabled Dawisha to gain recognition as one of her generation’s most outstanding political scientists. They have graced her texts since the beginning of her career – and will undoubtedly continue to be on full display in her future work. 

			From 2000 until her retirement in 2016, Karen Dawisha assumed yet another role: institution-builder. She became the founding Director of Miami University of Ohio’s Havighurst Center for Russian and Post-Soviet Studies, which was established with the help of a generous gift from distinguished Miami professor of English and nationally recognized author Walter Havighurst (1901-1994). Under her leadership the Center became one of the most exciting new academic projects devoted to the study of the former “second world.” Among the reasons for this success are three initiatives that Karen Dawisha conceived, designed and institutionalized.

			The first one is the Havighurst Fellowships. Just like other similar programs, these 2-year residential fellowships are intended to allow recent graduates to make progress with their promising research projects. But they are also fairly unique in several respects. To begin with, they provide young scholars with the opportunity to create and teach classes directly related to their area of expertise. In addition, the Fellows can benefit from daily interactions with a number of faculty members who share the commitment to study Russia, Eastern Europe and Eurasia. Finally, the Fellows are provided with the resources they need to hold a conference on a topic of their own choosing. As a result, the Havighurst Fellowship – which Dawisha introduced in 2000 – has become an important stepping stone for recent Ph.D. graduates who are trying to “make it” at a time when departments and programs are downsizing and jobs are scarce: practically all Havighurst Fellows have gone on to positions in major institutions such as Yale, Rochester, Brooklyn College, George Mason, Syracuse, Middlebury and The University of Arkansas.  

			The second important initiative that Dawisha launched is the annual Young Researchers’ Conference. This conference brings together ABDs, recent Ph.D. graduates and assistant professors from North America, Europe and the former Soviet Union with Havighurst faculty and senior keynote speakers for a 3-day event that combines public lectures with intensive panel discussions. The topic of the conference is selected by a Havighurst faculty on a rotating basis. Over time this strategy allowed the Center to pursue a diverse agenda unconstrained by disciplinary preferences, undue emphasis on certain periods and regions at the expense of others, and unwarranted reliance on a single metric of scholarly relevance. Undoubtedly, the forum that Karen Dawisha created will continue to generate high-quality scholarship. But it is also a venue that makes possible community-building: it has helped create a growing trans-continental network of former participants, a pool of up-and-coming academics and researchers who continue to interact with each other and on whose collaboration the Center can rely as it contemplates its future projects. 

			Finally, Karen Dawisha started yet another initiative, the Havighurst lecture, held in the Center’s hometown of Oxford, OH. Delivered by a leading figure from Russia, Eastern Europe or the United States who has made an outstanding contribution to our understanding of the region of former Soviet domination, the Havighurst lectures have featured former presidents, prime ministers, artists and opposition activists. The growing popularity of these lectures confirms that the Havighurst Center has acquired the reputation of a vibrant source of national and international debates. It is solely due to Karen Dawisha’s leadership, therefore, that memories of time spent together in Oxford, OH will feature prominently in the conversations of an increasing number of scholars from around the world. The Havighurst Center has by now become one of the most exciting and talked-about academic destinations for those who study the Russian empire, communism and postcommunism. 

			It is to Karen Dawisha – an unforgettable teacher, devoted mentor, great colleague, inspiring encourager, loyal comrade-in-arms, skillful leader, gifted raconteur, outstanding scholar, and brilliant intellectual – that we present these essays, with admiration and gratitude. 
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			Abstract: This article analyzes the 2014 Russian intervention in Ukraine as a prime example of autocratic diffusion-proofing.  First, it provides examples to flesh out the relatively new concept of diffusion-proofing. Next, it reviews three bodies of literature — studies of realism, competitive authoritarian regimes and the decision calculus of authoritarian rulers—in order to identify key elements driving the Russian decision to invade Ukraine.  Finally, it provides insight into how Russians developed their repertoire of intervention by relating the concept of diffusion-proofing to reputation-proofing. The article concludes by highlighting important implications for future studies of authoritarianism and international aggression.

			“War lurks in the background of international politics, just as revolution lurks in the background of domestic politics.”1

			“For Putin, the biggest threat to Russia’s stability and power is the marching of democracy closer to Russian borders and the unleashing of various ‘orange viruses’.”2

			The purpose of this article is to analyze the Russian intervention in Ukraine — that is, the Russian decision to invade, then annex, Crimea in the spring of 2014, quickly followed by Russian aggression, again using covert means, to aid and abet popular rebellion in eastern Ukraine—as a prime example of autocratic diffusion-proofing. We draw two sets of conclusions.3 First, while we do not reject the realist claim that Russian intervention in Ukraine was influenced by concerns that Ukraine’s possible turn to the West threatened Russian national security, we argue that such an interpretation is too thin.4 In particular, it overlooks the multiplicity of motives that were driving the Russian leadership; ignores the key role of regime-type—that is, authoritarian systems in general and competitive authoritarian regimes in particular—in shaping the Russian response to unrest and leadership change in Ukraine; fails to identify the underlying reasons why Ukraine was likely to seek closer ties with the West; and, finally, ignores the question of how Russia carried out its intervention.  By contrast, our focus on diffusion-proofing, augmented by the concept of reputation-proofing, as the explanation for Russian intervention in Ukraine helps us address all of these important questions. 

			Second, we take some issue with the ways in which students of comparative and international politics have analyzed authoritarian regimes. Thus, we question their tendency to focus exclusively on either domestic or foreign policy, rather than recognizing the close ties between these two spheres, especially with respect to how authoritarian rulers address the problem of popular unrest in their neighborhood. We also urge specialists in international relations to pay more attention to types of authoritarian regimes, since differences among them—for example, those that have competitive elections and those that do not—help define domestic and international threats, the leader’s sources of power, the constraints under which she operates, and, finally, the tools that the leader can use to exploit opportunities and manage threats.  

			Our analysis develops the case for the Russian intervention in Ukraine as a process of diffusion-proofing in three stages. First, we flesh out the relatively new concept of diffusion-proofing by providing some examples, most of which are drawn from Russian and Soviet history. Next, we review three bodies of literature in international relations and comparative politics—that is, studies of realism, competitive authoritarian regimes and the decision calculus of authoritarian rulers—in order to identify key elements driving the Russian decision to invade Ukraine.  Finally, we switch our focus from the “why” of intervention to the “how;” that is, the ways in which the concept of diffusion-proofing relates to reputation-proofing providing insights into how the Russians designed their repertoire of intervention.

			Diffusion-Proofing

			There are several recent examples we can provide of diffusion-proofing.  One is the international and domestic behavior of Saudi Arabia, when confronting the threats posed by the cross-national spread of popular protests in the Middle East and North Africa from 2010-2011. Here, we refer to three sets of inter-related policies: the military intervention in Bahrain to preserve a monarchy facing popular unrest centered around Pearl Square, the decision to expand membership in the Gulf Cooperation Council, and a series of decisions at home meant to win popular support and preempt protest (such as a reaffirmation of cultural conservatism and significant expansion of new housing and jobs). Another example is China’s elaborate responses at home and abroad to the color revolutions, a cross-national wave of popular mobilizations against authoritarian rulers during and after elections in postcommunist Europe and Eurasia that took place from 1998 to 2005.5

			However, it is Russian and Soviet history that provides, perhaps, the most examples of diffusion-proofing. Beginning in the 19th century, three factors came together to support this approach to the defense of autocracy: the consolidation of the autocratic state in Russia (a process that began with Peter the Great); the emergence of Russia as both a regional and a major power, and the eruption in Europe of several cross-national waves of popular protests in support of democratic rule. Thus, in 1830, in response to the Decembrist revolt at home and the outbreak of political protests in France, Belgium, Poland and Germany, Nicholas I defended himself and his autocratic regime from these dangerous precedents by rejecting liberal reforms, expanding repression at home and projecting Russian power abroad.6 In the revolutions of 1848, Nicholas I invaded Hungary and Romania to put down liberal and nationalist revolts and, by championing the autocratic cause at home, as well as abroad, earned for Russia the title of gendarme of Europe. The title was obviously somewhat of an exaggeration, given liberal reforms in some European countries in response to popular unrest as well as the fact that divisions within the popular movements of 1848 played a key role in undermining their effectiveness.7  Nonetheless, Hugh Seton-Watson’s summary of Russia’s role in 1848 has been widely recognized as capturing important aspects of Russia’s role during that tumultuous period in European history. “Russia,” he wrote, “had stood alone on the continent against the flood, had prevailed, and had saved Europe.”8

			We can now fast-forward to the communist era for additional examples of diffusion-proofing through policies that combine repression at home and intervention abroad in order to contain regional pressures for democratic change. During the Soviet period, the very design of the Stalinist political economy was based on the inter-related ideas of rapid economic development and active containment of dangerous external influences on the Soviet experiment. After World War II, Soviet fears about the future of their regime, as well as the need to recover from the economic stresses of World War II, led to the formation of the Soviet bloc.  Thereafter, fears that protests in Eastern Europe, as in East Germany and Czechoslovakia in 1953, Hungary and Poland in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, would spread throughout the bloc and then to the Soviet Union played a significant role in prompting the Soviets to stop discussions of political and especially economic reforms at home, increase domestic repression, pressure Eastern European countries to follow Soviet priorities, and purge Eastern European parties.9 Finally, as is well known, in some cases, they did not hesitate to use military force against East Europeans and violently crush their aspirations for greater freedom. For example, in 1968, Soviet fears about the possible spread of liberalization in Czechoslovakia to the Soviet Union — particularly the politically less reliable republics of Ukraine and the Baltic areas — influenced the Soviet decision to invade Czechoslovakia.10  As with the earlier examples of Russian diffusion-proofing, moreover, the military action against Czechoslovakia was combined with other measures designed to tighten autocratic control—in the bloc as a whole and at home.11 Thus, Brezhnev’s support for ambitious domestic reforms after he came to power in 1964 came to an abrupt end four years later, and he turned instead to the pursuit of détente as a way to address, among other things, the continuing problems with the Soviet economy. 

			Because they differ with respect to country and time period, these examples help us identify certain key features of the dynamics of diffusion-proofing. First, the countries that engage in such practices are authoritarian regimes that prefer similar regimes on their borders and that consider themselves regional powers. Thus, waves of popular uprisings are of considerable concern to these autocratic leaders, because they threaten not just the survival of the leader and the regime, but also the security of the state and its ability to project power in the region and beyond. Second, because these waves target so many issues at the same time, they demand a multi-pronged response that involves changes in both domestic and foreign policy. Finally, diffusion-proofing is episodic, because a necessary condition for such actions is the presence of cross-national waves of popular uprisings against authoritarian rulers. In fact, there have only been six such waves since the beginning of the Nineteenth Century: the revolutions of 1830 and 1848, the unrest in Eastern Europe from 1953-1956, the collapse of communism in 1989, the color revolutions, and, finally, the Arab spring.12

			Why Invade: The Logics of Realism and Authoritarianism

			Our explanation of the Russian invasion of Ukraine takes as its point of departure three sets of theoretical discussions in the literature in international relations and comparative politics: analyses of realism, authoritarian rulers, and competitive authoritarian regimes. First, drawing on the realist approach in international politics, we can argue that Russia, like all states, has two over-arching goals: maximization of national security (as defensive realists argue) and maximization of power (as offensive realists contend). To these arguments, we would add two codicils that are particularly relevant for our study. Powerful states seek to establish a regional basis of power, because zones of influence serve multiple purposes, such as protecting the state from external threats, serving as the foundation for a larger project of projecting power in the international system, and declaring their neighborhood to be “off-limits” to international competitors. Implicit in this argument is the point that: “Great powers are always sensitive to threats near their home territory.”13 In addition, Russia’s regional security complex remains particularly sensitive to so-called “third-order” security questions related to the ability of the state to gain international recognition.14 As Buzan and Weaver have noted, “if Russia does not gain recognition internationally, this would have repercussions in terms of identity problems and raise questions about the ability of the state to guarantee order and society.”15

			The second body of relevant work focuses on the issue of competitive authoritarianism.16 Like most authoritarian countries in the world today, Russia is a competitive authoritarian regime. Thus, it combines authoritarian political practices, such as state control over the media, repression of opposition groups, laws and informal interventions that circumscribe civil liberties and political rights and, finally, the exercise of power and patronage through a dominant party that lacks an ideological foundation and that is primarily concerned with maximizing the access of its members to power and money, with democratic decorations, such as liberal constitutions, popularly-elected parliaments and regular, competitive elections for national offices that are in practice conducted on an uneven playing field that favor the incumbent and his ruling party. A number of specialists have noted the ways in which elections (along with institutions of representation) can contribute to the durability of this variation on authoritarian rule—for example, the ability of “…semicompetitive elections…to coopt opponents, garner legitimacy, gather information on society, and gauge the performance of subordinates.17 At the same time, however, regularly-held and competitive elections, even on an uneven playing field, are risky ventures.18 Rulers in such regimes are dependent not just on elite, but also public support. Just as mass publics contributed to the rise of these regimes, so they have played a key role in both sustaining and undermining them.19 The costs of competitive elections can be seen most clearly in the case of the “color revolutions” in postcommunist Europe and Eurasia from 1998 to 2004 when one seemingly powerful authoritarian ruler after another was removed from office as a result of losing the elections that they had assumed they would, as in the past, win.20  

			A final body of theory that informs our study is the work on authoritarian rulers, such as Vladimir Putin. The contemporary literature in comparative politics on authoritarianism argues in virtual concert that: 1) authoritarian rulers live in a world of bad information and considerable uncertainty about their future as rulers and the future of the regimes they lead; 2) popular uprisings and defections from the ruling circle constitute the two most important threats to their rule; 3) while defections from the ruling circle were the most common way that authoritarian rulers fell from power during the Cold War, after the Cold War the major challenge became popular uprisings; 4) authoritarian rulers regularly and deliberately use a combination of coercion and cooptation to manage these threats, and; 5) these leaders are primarily motivated by their desires to stay in office and expand their powers.21 Indeed, precisely because of the uncertainty under which they operate, particularly when, as in Russia, the leading party lacks the institutional capacity and penetration of, say, communist parties, authoritarian rulers cannot distinguish very well between policies that defend their power and policies that expand it.22 As a result, it is rational for them to assume that their power is fragile and act accordingly.  To this point we can add one more. To discourage ordinary citizens and members of the ruling circle from mounting challenges to their rule, it is in the interest of authoritarian rulers to establish an “aura of invincibility.”23 As Graeme Robertson has succinctly observed: “Creating and maintaining the impression of permanence is the essence of authoritarian rule.”24

			Transition to Ukraine and Transition in Ukraine

			We can now use these arguments about realism and authoritarianism to delineate Putin’s goals and his reactions to political developments in Ukraine. First, Putin’s main goals as a political leader have been to maximize his power at home and the power of the Russian state abroad. Maintaining control over Ukraine is vital to the achievement of both objectives. Ukraine shares a long border with Russia; has unusually close economic and cultural ties with Russia; and serves as the primary western boundary between Russia’s zone of influence and the West, along with its key organizations, the EU and NATO. Moreover, Russia needs Ukraine to join the Eurasian Economic Union, since that organization, which is modeled on the EU, is composed of only a few, small and economically marginal states in the post-Soviet space.  

			At the same time, as noted above, power at home and abroad are closely related to Russia’s status and standing in the world. Thus, it is important to note that Putin, after his initial successes from 2000-2008 with respect to establishing a stronger state, a more predictable politics, and a better performing economy in comparison with the chaos of the 1990s, started turning to identity issues when faced with economic difficulties and domestic protests after 2011. As it appeared that his coalition of support would need to reach out to right-wing, nationalist forces, he began to base his claim to rule on such issues as Russian exceptionalism, the international threats posed to Russian security and the Russian way of life by the West, and the necessity of restoring Russia’s rightful place as a powerful state in the international system.25 Also notable is the fact that his experiment with selling Russian power abroad by promoting the Russian political model—that is, guided or sovereign democracy—as one worthy of emulation had failed to win many converts abroad.26

			Second, regime transitions stemming from elections and popular protests in countries that fall within the Russian zone of influence are extremely dangerous from Putin’s perspective. This is because they combine two international threats – increased defections to the West by neighboring countries and the growing possibility that Russia, being in the neighborhood and having a regime very similar to those that experienced a color revolution, might become part of the cross-national diffusion of regime change – with the three domestic threats that all competitive authoritarian regimes face, that is, popular uprisings, defections from the ruling circle and electoral transitions from the ruling group to the opposition. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Russian leadership has repeatedly expressed considerable concern about the color revolutions.27 Ukraine was a particularly powerful threat in this regard, because of the remarkable similarities between the Ukrainian regime and its political-economic evolution from 1991 to the present, on the one hand, and what Karen Dawisha has termed Russia’s corporatist kleptocratic regime, on the other.28 That corruption is a serious problem in Ukraine and one that fuelled political protests are arguments that could not be ignored by Moscow. Moreover, it is precisely because Ukraine so closely resembles Russia that reform in Ukraine since 2014 has been so uneven.

			Putin coded the upheavals in Ukraine from 2013-2014 as a “second color revolution” (with the Orange Revolution in 2004 the first one) complete with a Western-directed coup d’etat against Yanukovych and the likelihood of “…NATO’s arrival in Ukraine”.29  Commentary presented at a security conference held in Moscow in May 2014 by Sergei Shoigu, the Russian Defense Minister and Valery Gerasimov, Chief of the General Staff of the Armed Forces, moreover, makes it clear that the Russian leadership sees the color revolutions as major threats to both the domestic interests of the Russian regime—that is, the sustainability of the regime itself and Putin’s job security—and its international interests—that is, Russian national security and its power in the international system. In particular, speakers at the conference, all high-level members of the Russian military, identified no less than twenty-five color revolutions from 2004-2011 (in practice, every uprising against authoritarian rulers that had taken place in the world); argued in concert that the West was behind each of these uprisings; and claimed that a major consequence was de-stabilization of both regimes and the international system. In addition, the speakers termed the color revolutions a new form of aggressive war that the West was carrying out against Russia.30 Also important is another point that we will expand upon later in this paper. The Russian interpretation of the Western war on authoritarianism meant that Russia needed to engage in similar practices to defend itself as a state and as a regime. As Putin has argued, for example, with respect to these uprisings against authoritarian rulers: “For us this is a lesson and a warning. We should do everything so that nothing similar happens in Russia.”31 

			The third, and final set of reasons why developments in Ukraine, beginning in late 2013, were for Putin a “perfect storm” shifts our attention to domestic trends in Russia. Putin’s popularity had begun to fall in 2011 as a result of several developments.32 One was the fact that President Medvedev (who ruled Russia from 2008-2012, because Putin had to step down for constitutional reasons, although taking the position as the prime minister) announced in the summer of 2011 that he would not run again for the presidency and that he would simply pass on the office to Putin. This “castling” approach to leadership succession was disturbing to many Russians not just because it underlined the political irrelevance of the upcoming, “competitive” presidential election in March, 2012, but also because the “tandem” leadership admitted that this was a decision that  had been made in 2008 when Medvedev was “selected” to succeed Putin.33 Another was that the parliamentary elections held in late 2011 were seen by voters to be fraudulent and produced protests, especially in the key urban centers in Russia, with these protests being the largest that Russia had experienced since Putin came to power in 2000.34 Also relevant is the fact that Putin characterized these protests as an “echo of Ukraine.”35 Finally, a leader of the opposition, Alexander Navalny, performed exceptionally well, much to everyone’s surprise, in the Moscow mayoral elections in 2013, and a major reason why he did, aside from discontent about Putin, was the fact that he relied on an electoral toolkit that was remarkably similar to the one used by victorious oppositions in the color revolutions.36

			What we are suggesting, therefore, is that Putin’s political position was less secure in the several years leading up to the crisis in Ukraine than had been the case before that period. This, plus the uncertainty built into the authoritarian project, led him to step up the program of expanding state control over the media, as well as cracking down further on the opposition and civil society groups by the summer of 2012 and continuing through 2013. He also began to fashion a new mandate for rule that involved, as noted above, cultural conservatism, Russian nationalism, anti-Americanism (including its illegitimate intervention in Russian domestic affairs) and strong support for expansion of Russian power in the international system.37 This was an ensemble of appeals that reached out to Russian nationalists and resonated with Russian public opinion. It also, as was the case with Milosevic in Serbia, had the important effect of dividing and demobilizing the Russian opposition.38 To oppose the regime in such circumstances became tantamount to opposing the Russian nation and the Russian state. 

			In light of what we have argued, it is clear that a major cause of the Russian decision to intervene in Ukraine was regime transition in Ukraine – a development that had direct and quite threatening implications for Putin’s power at home and Russian power abroad. Once again, thinking of the long history of diffusion-proofing in Russia, we see, “the intrinsic link between Russian foreign policy and regime security.”39 The question then becomes: if we are right to argue that in the case of Ukraine the stakes for Russia were high and that Putin was “in it to win it,”40 then what did winning mean, how did Putin plan to accomplish his objectives, and what does his approach suggest about the role of reputation in diffusion-proofing?  

			Repertoires of Action

			The repertoire of actions deployed by Russia in Ukraine suggests, we argue, that it was simultaneously concerned about diffusion-proofing and reputation-proofing, both at home and abroad. Its relative success, as this section illustrates, rested on its ability to coordinate its military and information strategies, and to construct different, yet equally plausible, narratives explaining its own and Western actions, to domestic and international audiences. Translating regime-proofing into a national security threat at home, and international aggression into the promotion of alternative – yet still Western – values abroad, Russia has created a “parallel material reality,”41 where, in the words of Peter Pomerantsev, “nothing is true and everything is possible.”42 

			At the onset of Maidan protests, Vladimir Putin, like all political leaders, faced a menu of policy choices.43 This menu, however, was limited. Putin could no longer use his ties to the Ukrainian leader to steer Ukraine in a direction that served Russian domestic and international interests. Moreover, he could not push hard for a neutral Ukraine (which had been the case from 2010, following Yanukovych’s election, until that law was rescinded by the Ukrainian Parliament in December, 2014) or launch a major invasion of the country. While a quest for neutrality threatened to reinvigorate the EuroMaidan protests’ push to the West (which was likely because Russian interventions in Ukraine had led more Ukrainians than in the past to embrace the agenda of joining the West), invasion threatened to undermine Putin’s popularity at home and provoke the West to respond forcefully to Putin’s aggression. 44 And, yet, at the same time, Putin could not afford to allow the Ukrainian transition to proceed, since that would undermine his plans for the Eurasian Economic Union; allow a major country with very close ties to Russia and sharing a long border with Russia to join the West; and expose his regime and his hold on power to a dangerous political precedent. With respect to the final point: what threatened Putin was not just a transition to democracy on the borders of Russia, but even more to the point, a successful one. Under those conditions, the Ukrainian precedent would be especially attractive to Russians and thus more likely to diffuse. 

			As a result of these limitations and these considerations, which speak to the role of diffusion-proofing in shaping Putin’s calculus, the particular choice of actions that Russia used in response to the Ukrainian crisis was both “over-determined” and opportunistic.45 By “over-determined,” we mean that multiple and often overlooked continuities in Russian domestic politics, particularly in its repressive apparatus,46 enabled Russia to rely on covert and semi-covert interventions in the near abroad as key elements of its foreign policy since the end of the Cold War. Robert Seely has argued that the Abkhaz operation in 1992 “was probably the most successful semi-covert act in the years immediately following the USSR collapse” and might have inspired the use of a “hidden hand” in Chechnya as well.47 Similar claims, which resonate well with Russia’s “black knight” support for separatists in the neighborhood,48 have also been made about Russian operations in Transnistria (Moldova) and South Ossetia (Georgia). Putin’s regime has only intensified Russia’s reliance on the combination of military forces and FSB- or GRU-led activities. Having learned from the first Chechen war and the destruction of Grozny that the use of conventional military practices is often too blunt of an instrument, Putin has used a mix of military, paramilitary and information activities in the subsequent interventions within Russia and its near-abroad ever since the beginning of the second Chechen war. 

			His success in conducting that war, along with his assertive responses to domestic terrorism, we must remember, played a pivotal role in consolidating Putin’s power. In the process, he developed a useful repertoire for the future, that is, using covert means to keep unruly areas at home and abroad under Russian control and manufacturing or capitalizing on crises at home and in the near abroad to justify his rule, prime public support and crack down on political pluralism. For example, tight control over information flows from and about Chechnya – and the framing of the Chechen insurgency as Islamic terrorism – have been crucial for Putin’s success in the management of the on-going conflict in the North Caucasus.49 Similarly, during the 2008 Russian intervention in Georgia, operations were so carefully orchestrated that they led some analysts to conclude that “the entire Russian-Georgian war was as much a propaganda action for Russia as it was a military conflict.”50 The FSB, they argued, was “willing to make bold moves like invading Georgia, but the entire campaign was fought in a way that would minimize political fallout and ensure that other countries would not get involved — something the Russian military has no experience in doing.”  

			By characterizing Russia’s actions as “opportunistic,” we have in mind Russia’s ability to exploit Ukrainian weakness, changes in the international environment, and the vulnerabilities and mistakes of its key competitors in this conflict, the United States and the EU. First, the already mentioned entwined political spaces of Ukraine and Russia – and, particularly, porous borders between Russia and Ukraine, co-dependence of their elites on illicit business transactions (oil, in particular),51 the presence of the already stationed Russian military forces in Crimea, pre-existing lawlessness in eastern Ukraine, and the relative proximity of another political netherland under Russian control, Transnistria – facilitated the use of non-traditional tactics in the Ukrainian crisis. The entire annexation of Crimea was conducted with a minimum of violence and the semblance of legality in less than ten days. In eastern Ukraine, the arrival and subsequent maneuvering of the “little green men,” as the Russian paramilitaries have come to be known in the Donbass region,52 was easily masked in the absence of legitimate state authority. Already infamous as the “mafia state” because of the strength of organized crime and interlocking business interests,53 Donbass was the perfect stage for covert actions, fear-mongering among the impoverished population, and irregular war-games with poorly trained Ukrainian volunteers, mostly funded by regional oligarchs and themselves prone to skirting the rules of formal military engagements. By exporting its own bespredel (the exercise of political power without limits) into yet another statelet,54 Russia was not only destabilizing Ukraine, as was argued in the previous section, but also creating a rationale for tightening its control over other statelets, such as Abkhazia and south Ossetia in Georgia, along with the ramping up of its own domestic vigilance, in order, ironically, to affirm its own sovereignty. Much like Chechnya, which has been serving as Russia’s criminalized Other for nearly two decades, Ukraine has now become Russia’s final frontier, the “red line” of its defense against Western intervention. To quote Vladimir Putin’s rationale for Russia’s actions in Ukraine, “If forsome European countries national pride is along-forgotten concept andsovereignty is too much ofaluxury, true sovereignty forRussia is absolutely necessary forsurvival.”55 

			Second, it was relatively easy for Putin to find support for his actions in the Russian interpretation of threats stemming from the loosening of the sovereign norm in the post-Cold War international system and from the spread of the “color revolutions” in its neighborhood. As Ted Hopf demonstrated in his careful analysis of Russian domestic foreign policy debates in 1999, Russians read NATO intervention in Kosovo through the lens of Chechnya.56 In Moscow foreign policy circles, it led to the conclusion that “this reconfiguration of the international sovereignty norm ‘will permit the dismemberment and destruction, behind the mask of peacemaking, of any state…’.”57 The cross-national diffusion of the “color revolutions” only solidified the view that the ultimate goal of Western – but particularly U.S. – “humanitarian interventions” and “democracy promotion” was disintegration of Russia itself. Such an interpretation has lately been further “securitized.” From the vantage point of the Russian military establishment, the “color revolutions” represent a new type of warfare by the West, whereby non-military tactics are being used to bring about not just regime change but clear geopolitical advantages to the U.S. and the EU.58 Convinced that Russia is the “final destination” for the export of such destabilizing tactics – or, in words of Vladimir Putin, that the goal of the West was to “let Russia follow the Yugoslav scenario of disintegration and dismemberment”– the Russian military and security elite has, in response, developed its own variant of indirect warfare.59 Thus, the “new generation warfare” is “based on the idea that the main battlefield is the mind” and that, consequently, “wars are to be dominated by information and psychological warfare.”60 Using a combination of kinetic violence, information warfare and economic and energy sticks and carrots,61 Russia has sought to destabilize its pro-Western neighbors – mostly through the proliferation of frozen conflicts and statelets - while offering support to regimes that it codes as loyal to Russia.62      

			Meanwhile, the Kremlin’s power to control the media narrative – both within Russia and abroad – has significantly expanded in the years since the Russian-Georgian conflict in 2008 but particularly after the 2011 anti-government protests in Russia itself. The Putin regime’s media strategy since 2011 has had three pillars. First, government suppression of independent media voices within Russia; second, expansion of Russia’s media activities abroad; and third, aggressive replacing of local media sources with Russian media (particularly TV) in the near-abroad.63 Since Crimea, Russia has also intensified its social media presence, hiring thousands of trolls and establishing new information outlets on the internet, such as Sputnik. Equipped with such “weaponized information” sources,64 Russia easily capitalized on the presence of Ukraine’s extreme nationalists on the Maidan (who participated in the protests along with other groups with different ideologies) to portray the entire protest movement as the work of Western-funded foreign agents and to delegitimize its participants by terming them Banderistas, Russophobes and anti-Semites. The Kremlin’s fear of spill-over regime change was thus deftly translated into Russian fears of historical revisionism in Ukraine, justifying the need to protect Russian minorities in the near-abroad from Western fifth-columnists and resurgent Nazi collaborators. In this sense, support for self-determination was not just an anti-imperial claim against the West; it was also a Russian “script for building empires.”65

			Third, Russia has seized every opportunity to present itself as a political and ideological alternative to the West, and particularly to the U.S. – by highlighting inconsistencies and mistakes in American and European foreign policy. Russia Today, which was established in 2008 and quickly became one of the most popular foreign TV channels even in the U.S. (in 2011 it was the 2nd most popular foreign channel after BBC), has built its reputation by covering events that the U.S. media do not cover or cover differently – from the Occupy movement to Wikileaks, the Snowden affair, and Ferguson, Missouri. And while some of the Kremlin’s symbolic gestures – such as banning Abu Ghraib soldiers and Guantanamo officials from entering Russia in response to Western sanctions – may have been ridiculed by the Western media, they were strategically well-chosen reminders of the checkered human rights record of the U.S., exclusively intended for Russian domestic audiences. Likewise, leaked conversations between US officials Victoria Nuland and Ambassador Geoffrey Pyatt (discussing possible Ukrainian leaders), and between the EU’s Catherine Ashton and the Estonian foreign minister Urmas Paet (expressing doubts about the official rendition of the Maidan sniper incidents) served to delegitimize the Western narrative about the Ukrainian protests as a spontaneous popular uprising and Yanukovych’s flight from Kyiv as panic when confronting an imploding regime. Thus, Russia was able to frame Ukrainian developments from the late fall of 2013 through February, 2014 as a Western-staged “coup d’etat.”

			In the context of such well-crafted discursive – and military –anti-Western grand strategy, it may seem perplexing that Russia has continued to rely on international norms (or their aberrations) – including such long criticized Western precedents like Kosovo or R2P - as justifications for its actions in Crimea and Ukraine. In addressing this puzzle, we can again turn to Ted Hopf and his analysis of Russian foreign policy discourse in the late 1990s. According to Hopf, “norms such as sovereignty, territorial integrity, juridical equality, multilateral decision-making and the like” were extremely important in Russian foreign policy discourse, because they “helped maintain Russia’s great power status, its position in the center of world politics.”66 This discursive attachment still resonates in Vladimir Putin’s speeches (and it was on obvious display in his op-ed piece about Syria in the New York Times in 2013). Thus, governed by the principle of “plausible deniability”67 and “strongly adhering to legalism,”68 the Russian annexation of Crimea and military support for separatists in Ukraine have not only flown “under the radar” of international law – they have also been explained away by gesturing to international norms and, through them, underlining Russia’s continued relevance in world politics.  By relying on “‘Western values’ to subvert the Western narrative,”69 Russia has successfully played the Ukrainian crisis to both domestic and international audiences. In the process, it has made sure that it is a co-architect in the design of the new Ukrainian regime and state, while at the same time solidifying support at home, sowing doubts abroad, and carving a niche for itself as “an alternative enforcer of system norms in a context where many countries cannot or do not want to match the expectations of the United States.”70

			Conclusions

			The purpose of this article has been to ask whether the recent (and continuing) Russian invasion of Ukraine can be understood as a case of diffusion-proofing, wherein autocratic leaders, especially those that are regional powers, fashion an array of domestic and foreign policies to proof their rule and their regime from the cross-national diffusion of popular uprisings against authoritarian rulers in neighboring states. Our answer is yes. Thus, we argued, first, that Russia carried out aggression against its neighbor, because the political transition in Ukraine that began in the late fall of 2013 with the EuroMaidan protests, continued with the implosion of the Yanukovych regime in February 2014 and then led to the election of a new president and parliament, presented Russia with two significant and inter-related threats. The most central one was that the regime transition in Ukraine, including the popular unrest that foreshadowed it, would spread to Russia, thereby ending the regime that Putin had built, as well as ending his tenure in office. That threat in turn carried another cost. A more democratic Ukraine would not join the Eurasian Economic Union, Russia’s counterpart to the EU, but, instead, would ally with the West and embark on a path of joining the EU and NATO. It was relatively easy for Russia to be confident about these dire predictions, because of the lessons it had drawn from three disturbing trends in the postcommunist region that preceded the crisis in Ukraine. One is the expansion of the EU and NATO into postcommunist Europe and Eurasia; another is the cross-national spread of popular challenges to authoritarian rulers, or the color revolutions; and the third is the pattern, following the color revolutions, of new regimes moving closer to the West. What made these trends all the more threatening is that Russia held the West accountable for both sets of developments, and, in the case of the color revolutions, saw the United States in particular as responsible for fomenting similar revolutions throughout the world.

			Second, we have argued that, while distinctive in some respects, such as the policy of manipulating international norms and capitalizing on the fuzzy boundaries separating states in the former Soviet Union as a result of their once common membership in the same state, this round of Russian diffusion-proofing nonetheless bears a family resemblance to diffusion-proofing efforts in the Russian and Soviet autocratic past.71 Russia’s repertoire of intervention was built on several facts on the ground–that Russia could no longer count on having a close ally in the Ukrainian presidency; that Russia would have to find other ways to exert control over Ukraine and thereby contain the domestic and international costs associated with Ukraine’s regime transition; that Russian intervention in Ukraine would make a successful transition to democracy and a successful reform of the economy in that country less likely; and that Russia would have to proceed in ways that minimized the domestic and the international fallout from Russian aggression against a neighboring country. In practice, this meant, first and most generally, preferring covert to overt aggression.72 It also meant limiting the capacity of the West to respond forcefully to Russian aggression by drawing on the Russian historical tradition of turning international norms “inside out.”73 Finally, the toolkit of intervention included items that would buttress Putin’s control at home, while undermining the ability of Ukraine’s new government to control the borders of the state and carry out much-needed political and economic reforms. As a result, while the “new” Ukraine would not—and could not—be the “old” Ukraine under Yanukovych, which was a regime that aligned closely with Russian international and domestic interests, it would nonetheless serve some important purposes, such as rally support around Putin, discourage Russians from emulating the Ukrainian political precedent and compromise considerably Ukraine’s case for admission to the EU and NATO.

			We can now close this article by drawing some brief implications from our analysis. First, while this study recognized the role of factors central to realist understandings of international politics, such as concerns about national security and power in the international system, we argued that diffusion-proofing does a much better job of accounting for the range of motivations driving this decision, the particular mix of foreign and domestic policies that Russian leaders adopted in the context of the crisis in Ukraine, and, finally, the design of the intervention itself.  

			Second, we discovered a relationship between the rise and deepening of authoritarianism, on the one hand, and, on the other, international aggression. This relationship rested on several pillars: Russia’s perception of itself as a regional power, Russian fears that popular unrest and regime transition in Ukraine could diffuse to Russia and thereby threaten the security of the state, the regime and Putin himself, and Russia’s ability to exploit the porous boundaries between itself and countries, such as Ukraine, that were also once part of the Soviet Union. The relationship between domestic repression and covert international aggression that we uncovered in our study, moreover, is not unique to the current crisis in Ukraine. Aside from Russia, moreover, there are other recent cases where this linkage is in play—for example, in contemporary Turkey the pattern of growing limitations on civil liberties and political rights, expanding ties between the regime and culturally conservative/nationalist forces, and the creation of crises involving threats to the nation and the state that necessitate international aggression. Also similar to the dynamics of the Ukrainian crisis is how Milosevic conducted his domestic and foreign policies in Serbia during the 1990s aiming to demobilize the population and stall democratic impulses. 

			Third, if Russia was threatened by the crisis in Ukraine, it also went to some lengths to construct developments in Ukraine as a crisis. In this way, Putin was able to gather support at home (as he had done in the past with other crises, including Chechnya and domestic terrorism at the beginning of his rule), make it harder for the West to respond forcefully to Russian aggression in Ukraine, and provide a rationale for annexation of Crimea that would play very well at home. 

			Finally, this study leads us to question how students of comparative politics and international relations have understood authoritarian regimes. Thus, when focusing on the literature in comparative politics about authoritarian rulers, we would suggest that while it is true that authoritarian rulers care most about their power and enact policies in keeping with that priority, it is also true that threats to their power and opportunities to expand their power can be international, as well as domestic in their origins. As a consequence, authoritarian rulers will accordingly use a combination of domestic and foreign policies to contain those threats and project their power. Put simply: authoritarian rulers are not simply domestic actors—nor can they be, if they want to remain in power. 

			When we turn our attention to the literature in international relations on authoritarian regimes, we would suggest the following. On the one hand, we welcome the growing interest among specialists in international relations in the impact of domestic constraints on the foreign policy behavior of authoritarian rulers.74 That recognized, we would hasten to add that scholars need to pay more attention to competitive authoritarian regimes, especially given their significant representation in the international system; the power of their very large selectorates; and their ability, like their cousins, democracies, to frame threats in ways that serve their domestic interests and guard their international reputation.75 Second, with respect to authoritarian leaders, we would suggest, in contrast to structural realists, that authoritarian rulers are as worried about their tenure and the sustainability of their regime as they are about national security. In the case of Russian actions in Ukraine, it can be argued, all of these concerns converged.
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			Abstract: This study argues for the need to better integrate the role of international factors, specifically global financial institutions, in order to understand the roots of institutional failures in some post-communist countries, including Russia. It explores the differential nature of policy challenges facing Western democracies and authoritarian regimes regarding their participation in the globalized financial system.

			Scholarly investigations into the roots of institutional success and failure of post-communist transformations contain an unintended and frequently unnoticed analytical bias. The analyses of successful cases of institutional transformation often highlight the role of international factors as crucial explanatory variables of achievement. For example, the idea of EU leverage in transforming institutions in countries that became EU members has been widely acknowledged and integrated into the mainstream understanding of successful transitions.1 The idea of geographical linkages and diffusion of ”good things” from the West has been also deemed an important element of the democratization process.2 Explanations of failures, on the other hand, rarely probe into international factors and tend to focus on domestic causation. The body of literature emphasizing the role of domestic factors in democratic and governance failures is rich, theoretically innovative and geographically diverse.3 But the discussion of how international or transnational factors could become part of “vicious cycles” in institutional transformation is only at its inception. Fortunately, this state of affairs is starting to change. The empirical research Karen Dawisha conducted while writing Putin’s Kleptocracy works to open this discussion by bringing to the table crucial data about the international linkages and dependencies of Russia’s top political and economic elites. 

			The most recent revelations from the Panama Papers also work to shift the frame of reference with regard to the argued importance of linkages with the West for successful institutional transformation through learning, cultural transmission, and other elite and society-level changes.4 On the contrary, an exploration of such factors as the degree of elite integration into the global economy and finance opens new avenues for comprehending the roots of institutional failure in some post-communist countries as well as other nations that might be attempting to improve their weak institutions in the context of unprecedented globalization of national economies and financial structures. Indeed, the new revelations about the role of global financial institutions position the west as nothing less than a facilitator of modern-day corruption.5 

			The Panama Papers are just the latest confirmation of the extent to which tax avoidance and money laundering have become widespread around the world. Before the Panama Papers were the Luxembourg leaks; before the Luxembourg leaks, there was a Cyprus financial crisis that exposed tax evasion through Cypriot banks; still earlier was the Bank of New York scandal exposing money laundering from Russia; and even before that was FIMACO, a Jersey firm used by the KGB to funnel the Soviet Union’s Communist party funds abroad.6 Additionally, there were numerous other cases related to the assets stolen by corrupt leaders such as Ferdinand Marcos (Philippines), Vladimir Montesinos (Peru), Sani Abacha (Nigeria), and Diepreye Alamieyeseigha (South Africa).7 In all these cases, the assets were hidden abroad – stashed away using foreign banks, offshore investment firms and lucrative real estate. Presently, almost every day we learn that the big Western corporations, banks, and investment companies, as well as the rich upper strata in the developing world, have been skillfully employing offshore financial zones to hide from taxes, state authorities, and potential raiders, sometimes using these financial institutions to launder proceeds from corruption and hide illicit profits by moving them into jurisdictions where the owners are given anonymity and non-transparency. Undoubtedly, the growing evidence of such behavior has raised some uncomfortable questions about the ethical standards underpinning the global financial order, the eroding social contracts sustaining state-society relations in the Western countries and the role of these transnational actors and mechanisms in supporting corruption and theft in the developing countries. It emerges that the Western financial institutions – not only in the notorious island-nations of Cyprus, British Virgin Islands or Bahamas, but in London, New York and Los Angeles – serve as a pillar of the system, linking corrupt, rent-based economies integrated into the global economy and developed countries with strong protection of property rights, competitive political systems and social prosperity. 

			I had the privilege of developing with Dr. Dawisha the analytical outlines of this argument in a co-authored article, “The Escape from Institution-Building in a Globalized World: Lessons from Russia” (forthcoming in Perspectives on Politics). In this essay, I will summarize our argument that Russian asset-holders used practices of institutional arbitrage to make profits in Russia and secure their assets abroad, thus essentially avoiding the issue of domestic institutional reforms. I will support this argument based on the most recent data that has emerged since our manuscript was submitted for publication. 

			Additionally, I will explore central policy dilemmas the Russian government – and, arguably, other authoritarian regimes – has to face in relation to its globalized elites, as well as Western governments’ policy dilemmas as they confront the growing realization that the global financial industry (dominated by Western economic actors) is being widely discredited by the practices of money-laundering and tax evasion: providing a shelter for dirty cash to dictators and corrupt elites from the developing countries, and assisting global corporations to circumvent domestic tax rules and regulations. I argue that these policy challenges vary across regime types and that forcing Western financial institutions to clean up their act  appears more likely than restraining economic actors from countries with unaccountable governments. 

			Offshoring Wealth, Offshoring Loyalties 

			Whether a regime is democratic or authoritarian, there is an evident conflict of public and private interests with regard to the opportunities provided by the global financial institutions. While the rich and powerful in both types of regime might be interested in securing their assets or avoiding higher taxes, in democracies, tax evasion goes against the basic social contract underpinning the operation of the state and the government. Therefore, as the public pressure on state officials increases, we could expect more policy initiatives designed to rein in financial abuse.  Such policy initiatives are already underway and we can expect gradual change and closing of loopholes used by multinational corporations (since the process of learning about the effectiveness of particular measures takes time). Thus, the synergy between growing public awareness and the regulatory changes promoted by the governmental and non-governmental agencies provides some hope that the culture of tax evasion by global corporations might be curtailed in the West.

			In authoritarian systems, on the other hand, the government is interested in greater control over – and assuring the loyalty of – domestic elites, and is therefore opposed to institutional exit strategies enabled by foreign financial institutions and widely employed by domestic elites.  The actions of domestic elites in such systems are, driven not only by the logic of profit-maximization (as in the case of Western firms evading taxes) but also by the defensive logic of asset securitization in the absence of domestic institutions protecting property rights. The demand for institutional escape is, arguably, even stronger than the logic of tax optimization and is manifested in the actions of top government leaders in countries like Russia, China, Kazakhstan and other relatively rich but non-democratic nations. Given the functional significance of foreign financial institutions for businesses in countries with weak institutions, it is not likely that the governments would follow through in their publicly declared de-offshorization campaigns because it would mean increased capital flight and potential economic disaster. Furthermore, as illustrated by the case of Russia, corruption appears so routinized and normalized in some of these countries that even large scale, public revelations about top officials’ assets hidden abroad do not result in public outcry and pressure on the government. Therefore, the institutional exit strategies used by economic actors in such states are likely to continue, further entrenching these nations in an institutional trap whereby the ineffectiveness of domestic institutions, especially those concerned with property rights protection, is compensated for by foreign institutions.  

			In our study with Karen Dawisha, we use the term “institutional arbitrage” to capture these practices and highlight their institutional implications. Institutional arbitrage refers to economic actors’ strategic use of institutions in different jurisdictions to meet their institutional needs at different points. In Russia, for example,  economic actors take advantage of the weak institutional environment to make super-profits, often relying on informal connections and corruption. Weak institutions and a corrupt rule-of-law system cannot protect economic assets well, however. So when assets need to be protected, Russian asset-holders find solutions abroad, in countries with strong traditions of the rule of law, impartial judiciary and reliable law enforcement institutions.

			The source of wealth creation is not really significant when it comes to institutional arbitrage practices.  Whether businesses have relied on their personal connections or not, whether they have broken the law or have only used legal loopholes, having obtained their wealth, they all find themselves in a similar institutional environment, characterized by legal uncertainty and the potential threat of expropriation by the private or public sector. The use of other available means of securing property rights is a logical strategy in such conditions.

			Karen Dawisha’s research brings to the forefront the idea that the strategy of securing funds abroad is not entirely new. Their origin dates to the management of the Soviet state reserves and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) funds to which insider KGB and CPSU elites were allowed privileged access.8 With the growing political uncertainty and destabilization resulting from Gorbachev’s reforms, the insider party elites wanted to secure their future in case of the Soviet collapse and set up numerous offshore bank accounts, foreign companies, and real estate holdings that, according to one estimate, amounted to $50 billion of hidden assets.9 In her book, Dawisha also brings attention to Vladimir Putin’s activities in St. Petersburg in the 1990s, where, within a close circle of friends and as a head of the Committee for Foreign Liaison in the city government, he was well positioned to become a mediator enabling local profit-making and securitization of assets abroad through Western financial and legal institutions.10 

			Institutional arbitrage strategies developed further in the 1990s and became especially widespread in the 2000s, as foreign solutions became less costly and more available even to small and medium-size firms and companies and to regional and local-level state officials and politicians.11 One estimate pointed out that between 70-90  percent of Russian companies formally belong to entities registered in offshore zones.12 The massive capital flight from Russia in the last quarter of the century is perhaps the clearest indicator of nascent Russian capitalists voting “with their feet” in response to political instability and insecure property rights in the new Russia. According to some estimates, 50 percent  of Russian capital is hidden offshore.13 The most recent estimate by the Tax Justice Network, a UK-based advocacy group concerned with tax avoidance issues, shows that by the end of 2014 $1.3 trillion of assets from Russia were “sitting abroad.”14 Some Russian estimates of capital outflows from the country amounted to $2 trillion.15 The emergence, in the 2000s, of the phenomenon of “round-trip” investors, who first transferred funds abroad and then brought them back into the country as foreign investments, was an important indicator of the growing dynamism of the Russian economy and the expansion of profit-making opportunities, especially for those well-connected with the government at various levels.16 But Russian capitalists’ reaction to Putin’s new adventures in foreign policy have also been revealing – when the shift began in 2014, Russia experienced an exodus of capital, with over $154 billion leaving the country in one year.17 

			With rising public pressure and international criticism of offshore banking and finance, and the promotion of new rules against money laundering activities that have changed the ways banks operated in the past, asset holders who needed to hide their proceeds found another way.18  In the last few years, prime real estate markets in New York, London, Los Angeles, Miami and other attractive destinations have experienced an inflow of foreign capital, usually from secretive shell companies which hide the identities of those behind these purchases.19  A recent investigation into the condo owners in the Time Warner Center overlooking Central Park in Manhattan by journalists  from The New York Times  revealed a growing proportion of foreign owners, with at least 16 of them subject to government inquiries for various types of violations. Among these owners are foreign officials from Russia, Kazakhstan, China, Malayasia, and Mexico.20 The prime real estate market in London is similarly dominated by wealthy foreigners, with a particularly large share of Russian buyers.21 

			The widespread reliance on foreign law in contract-writing and foreign courts in dispute resolution is another significant feature of institutional arbitrage. Specifically, the UK High Court, London Court of International Arbitration, the Arbitration Institute of the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce and the High Court in Singapore have become important destinations for post-Soviet businessmen seeking an impartial legal system.  Besides the most notorious court cases – such as the one between Boris Berezovsky and Roman Abramovich in 2012 – there are many others, smaller in scale, involving claimants from Russia and other post-Soviet countries. According to one estimate, 63 percent of cases heard in English courts between March 2014 and March 2015 were brought by overseas claimants.22 Portland Legal Disputes, an international law firm, analyzed High Court rulings between 2013 and 2014; they found that litigants from Russia were second only to those from the United States, and were followed by claimants and defendants from Kazakhstan.23 

			In short, Russian capitalists are essentially global and, more often than not, Western-based, with their families’ futures planned outside Russia. These trends hold at the top echelons of power and wealth in Russia, at the middle echelons and even, to a certain extent, at the bottom, or local, level, where those with access to power and wealth turn to foreign institutions to securitize their assets and future.  It is ironic and revealing that Artem Chaika, the elder son of the prosecutor general Yuri Chaika, the state official at the helm of the rule of law system in Russia, clearly sees his future as being in the West. His Swiss residency permit and a big villa in Switzerland, recently brought to public attention by Navalny’s Foundation for Fighting Corruption (FBK) investigation, clearly indicates that making money in Russia does not mean living in Russia.24 The story of Artem Chaika is representative of many other children of the present Russian elite. The family of Vladimir Yakunin, ex-manager of Russian Railways (RZhD) is another case in point. Yakunin, Putin’s close associate from the 1990s in St. Petersburg, lost his position in RZhD in 2015, allegedly due to his son’s application for British citizenship.25  Even if there were an alternative explanation for Yakunin’s demise, his son’s choice is suggestive of elite preferences and visions for the future.

			At first glance, these elite preferences might not seem problematic. Indeed, they mesh with global trends and options open to other capital-holders around the world. After all, businesses are meant to make money, secure it and then, hopefully, invest back into the economy. Why should we care about the availability of such arbitrage opportunities to economic actors? The problems arise when one considers the institutional implications of such opportunities for nations experiencing “capital flight.” The mainstream analysis of institutional evolution in established democracies has pointed to the crucial role of property owners in lobbying the government for strong institutions.26 In older democracies, major asset-holders (whether land owners in England, bourgeoisie in France) have been essential to limiting the government and establishing credible commitment.27 The idea of private owners becoming champions of democratization and institution-building was also foundational to reform efforts in the post-communist regions. Yet the anticipated collective action of elites was nowhere to be found. Instead, many nations were caught in a “partial reform equilibrium,” with early winners inhibiting institution-building and weakening nascent democratic systems.28 If these winners can take advantage of weak institutions and use foreign jurisdictions to securitize their assets, then the problems for institution-building become much more evident.  Post-communist economic actors simply operate within a set of incentives provided to them by the global and domestic economies.

			The absence of elites that can pressure the government to improve institutional environment results in institutional degradation and facilitates an adverse selection process that enables asset-holders with strong political connections to structure the rules of the game to their benefit. The resulting economic concentration and monopolization, along with economic inefficiencies and undermined consumer interests, are among the negative consequences of such selection.   

			Revealingly, Vladislav Surkov, the deputy chief of presidential administration and Putin’s political demiurge in the first decade of the 2000s, noted once that Russia’s main problem is the absence of nationally-minded elites. He argued that the contemporary Russian ruling elite is more of an “offshore aristocracy” that deems Russia a “free hunting zone.”  The members of this social group live abroad, educate their kids abroad, and treat Russia as a place from which they can extract profits, while their lives and aspirations are elsewhere.29 It could be added that contemporary economic elites in Russia are those with the closest links to the state. Another recent revelation is concerned with thousands of valuable real estate items around Moscow that belong to offshore companies. The journalists working for New Times revealed that 1,226 offshore companies own 6,743 pieces of real estate around Russia’s capital. Some of that real estate was formerly under the institutional control of the KGB/FSB as well as government dachas and resort palaces under the control of the Soviet Council of Ministers and other governmental agencies.30    

			It is important to recognize that there are exceptions to this pattern and some Russian capitalists are undoubtedly more civic-minded, more committed to the country’s future, and more prone to lobbying for a more effective government and secure property rights than others. When Alexey Navalny ran in the 2013 Moscow mayoral elections, a group of businessmen supported his bid and funded his Foundation for Fighting Corruption, openly challenging the Kremlin and the political establishment.31 Yet these exceptions do not negate the dominant trend of Russia’s big businesses staying silent, not interfering in politics and not challenging the Kremlin and its rules openly. Institutional arbitrage appears as a safer and less costly choice for the majority of Russian capitalists.   

			The issue of Russian elite loyalties has come under some scrutiny in the last few years. Vladimir Putin himself, when asked about his daughters, has highlighted that they have been educated in Russia and continue to work and live there.32  Yet we also know now, as a result of a recent Reuters investigation (later expanded by RosBusinessConsulting – RBC Group journalists) that his daughters and their families belong to the privileged few, with high-value foreign property and other assets secured outside Russia.33 The sensitivity of this issue was highlighted when the senior managers of RBC Group were fired in May 2016, allegedly in response to publications about Putin’s palace in Gelendzhik, as well as the earlier publications about his family, particularly his son-in-law, Kirill Shamalov.34

			Globalization and Authoritarian Regimes’ Predicament 

			The practices of institutional arbitrage described above using the case of Russia are widespread in other parts of the world. Besides other post-Soviet countries, such as Kazakhstan and Ukraine, and even the poorer states in Central Asia that witnessed the proliferation of these strategies, other developing nations face the same predicament.35 China is another great illustration of a country whose elites are increasingly vested abroad and whose government has repeatedly initiated anti-corruption campaigns, seeking ways to control offshorization processes and even hunting assets and individuals overseas.36 Authoritarian regimes such as those of Russia, Kazakhstan and China have to balance their financial openness policies with concern for regime maintenance, domestic control and political and economic stability as well as control over their elites, who could presumably escape from domestic control and move their entire capital abroad, undermining the economies of these countries.

			Scholars have long noted new political challenges arising out of financial internationalization and increased capital mobility. The dominant trend in this literature has been to highlight the changing power dynamic between the private actors and the state in favor of the private actors who now, allegedly, have a credible “exit” option and can demand a better business environment, lower taxes and better institutions, or else threaten the government with departure. Any government that normally depends on private investments for economic growth and development would therefore be more prone to cooperate with capital-holders capable of taking their capital elsewhere.37 Carles Boix, for example, has argued that the capital flight curbs redistributive pressures, forces governments to lower taxes, and reduces political conflict among capital holders and nonholders, thereby increasing the likelihood of democracy.38 Freeman and Quinn further developed this argument, showing that financially integrated autocracies are more likely to democratize.39  

			Some scholars disagreed with these optimistic assessments. Cai and Treisman raised concerns about their unrealistic assumptions.40 Logvinenko added to the debate by inquiring into authoritarian regimes’ choice for financial openness, linking it to the issue of regime survival and regime’s capacity to mitigate the effects of downside risks.41 Contrasting Russia’s financial openness with China’s more cautious and contradictory policies regarding financial flows, Logvinenko suggested that authoritarian regimes have to balance the costs and benefits of financial openness; their extent of redistributive capacity might be responsible for the degree to which they might be willing to integrate into global financial markets. Looking at Russia and China, Logvinenko argued that Russia’s choice of financial integration was assisted by the presence of a massive, welfare-state-based redistributive capacity inherited from the Soviet era, which helps mitigate the effects of economic and financial crises that could otherwise prove fatal to the regime. Such capacity is not available in China, where the government has relied more on repressive than redistributive means of regime maintenance – hence, the Chinese government has been more cautious in reaping the benefits of financial integration.42  

			The findings from our research with Karen Dawisha also run counter to the assessments that financial internationalization and integration empowers capital-holders vis-à-vis the state and increases the likelihood of democratization. In the case of Russia, financial internationalization evolved hand in hand with growing authoritarianism, an increasing use of repressive methods of political control, and reduced freedoms and liberties for the Russian population. Dawisha’s Putin’s Kleptocracy, in fact, leads to questioning the liberal model of capitalism that assumes separation of political and economic interests, and suggests that the choice for financial openness might have been linked to the private interests of those closest to power and profits, those who could take advantage of the weak institutional environment in Russia and were interested in securing their ill-gotten capital in safe havens. Indeed, as noted by many other scholars, Russia’s post-Soviet capitalism (often dubbed “crony capitalism”) is inherently political in nature and business ties to the state have been crucial for economic success.43 Arguably, political connections have become even more consequential during Putin’s presidency as the regime worked to curb political and economic competition. In May 2016, The Economist published the “crony capitalist index,” placing Russia on top, far ahead of next-ranked Malaysia and Philippines, with Ukraine in 5th place.44  

			Importantly, even while building authoritarian Russia and enhancing mechanisms of domestic political control, Putin expressed strong support for international economic integration and, in his first two terms in power, systematically followed that agenda.  Russia negotiated joining the WTO, lobbied for OECD membership, and took steps to comply with Financial Action Task Force (FATF) regulations. In his 2003 annual address to the Federal Assembly he argued, that 

			No country today, no matter how big and how wealthy, can develop successfully in isolation from the rest of the world. On the contrary, the biggest success comes to those countries that consciously use their energy and intelligence to integrate themselves into the world economy.45

			Supported by high prices for oil and gas, the Russian economy benefitted from foreign trade, foreign investments (though many of these were “round-trip” investments) and access to global financial markets. This pro-integration stance remained strong even after the 2008 financial crisis that resulted in Russia’s economy contracting more than that of any other G20 country.46  

			The dominant pro-globalization discourse shifted around 2012 with Putin’s third presidential term. The new, anti-globalization turn was vocalized by Vladimir Yakunin, Putin’s old friend, who actively promoted anti-Western conspiracy theories and, in 2015, denounced globalization and particularly the global financial system as “a toolof the global financial oligarchy to rob developing nations and create a system of global U.S. dominance.”47 Policy-wise, the government’s attention was focused on the issue of offshorization of the Russian economy. In his 2012 annual address to the Federal Assembly, Putin launched a de-offshorization campaign banning government officials from holding financial assets abroad and pointing to the “need [for] acomprehensive system ofmeasures toreverse theoffshoring ofour economy.”48 He complained that Russian businesses conduct their transactions under foreign, not Russian law, calling to improve “theimproper elements inour own judicial system, inour law-making, inour law enforcement practices.”49 These rhetorical statements were later bolstered by a new “de-offshorization” law that introduced a concept of a controlled foreign company (CFC) and obliged all Russian tax residents (individuals or companies) holding more than 10 percent in CFCs (any trusts, partnerships, foreign corporations and funds) to declare and, starting in 2015, pay taxes on their income.50

			In an additional move to repatriate capital taken abroad in the last two decades, the Russian government adopted in 2015 a new “capital amnesty” law that promised a “free pass” on a range of legal, tax and administrative violations to businesses declaring their foreign assets to Russian authorities. However, this law did not produce the reaction expected; there are few cases of companies or individuals who used this law and registered their holdings in Russia.51 Most analysts noted that the main requirement for the law to work – a degree of trust that the government can credibly commit to its promises – is absent. The government instead focused on more technical issues that might be hindering the law’s effectiveness, introducing amendments to the CFC law and extending the capital amnesty until July 1, 2016. 

			These recently-initiated policies show that the Russian government seems to be starting to act on the problems of offshores and tax avoidance. The low oil prices and foreign sanctions that deprived the Russian businesses of the access to foreign capital markets have created powerful incentives to work in this direction. Yet the effectiveness of these measures and the rhetoric appears highly questionable. From numerous informational leaks, we have learned that even those closest to Putin hide their assets in offshore accounts and jurisdictions. Recently, Putin’s friend Sergei Roldugin – himself linked to massive offshore accounts – was dubbed a “secret caretaker” of Putin’s own fortunes.52 It is unrealistic to anticipate that this trend is likely to change any time soon given that those closest to Russia’s president are the worst offenders.

			In short, even when globalization is seen as a threat to state sovereignty and political stability and when anti-globalization discourse is used for ideological purposes, authoritarian regimes, at least in the case of Russia, could stay closely linked to international financial and legal structures. These linkages are mostly at the level of rich individuals and private firms that rely on foreign institutions to safeguard the capital usually extracted from the domestic economy and society, often through illegal means. The growing realization of this “dark side” of global finance – sparked by increasing evidence, most recently from the Panama Papers leakage, and growing public attention to these issues – will undoubtedly raise the need for policy actions on the part of Western democracies implicated in being a conduit for illicit funds. But how has the reaction of Western governments been so far?         

			Offshores and Western Democratic Dilemmas 

			The growing revelations about tax avoidance through offshore financial zones have become politically important for Western countries in at least two ways. On the one hand, the extent of these practices and the involvement of top government officials work to undermine the very basis of the social contract linking the state and society in the West.  After all, paying taxes in exchange for public goods provision is the cornerstone of the liberal vision of the state. If top state officials, global corporations or other wealthy economic actors can exit this contract, hiding their assets or optimizing their taxes by shifting profits to low- or no-tax locations and leaving the rest of the society to pay for the state, the very foundations of the democratic system appear undermined and the social contract discredited. Quick resignations of top officials in Iceland and Spain in the aftermath of the Panama Papers scandal and calls for resignation in Pakistan as well as the pressure exerted on British prime minister David Cameron  all suggest that officials will be held responsible, at least in democratic and politically competitive systems of governance. These pressures will necessitate additional policy response on the part of the Western governments to regulate and potentially restrict the special economic zones offering opportunities for tax avoidance.  

			The second important revelation from the recent Panama leaks concerns the issue of corruption. More often than not, corruption has been seen as something that afflicts the non-Western, poor countries. When it happens in the West, it is more of an exception, with perpetrators held accountable for their actions and the system reformed to deal with existing loopholes. The ever more evident role of offshores in illicit financial flows, however, has highlighted the supply side of corruption: there are thousands of lawyers, bankers, corporate officials, real estate agents and other economic actors in the West who benefit from the widespread practices of securing assets in special financial zones that provide secrecy and anonymity to their account holders. The Western financial institutions work to enable and facilitate these flows and, arguably, the extent of corruption afflicting the developing countries is partially linked to these new opportunities for hiding wealth abroad. This point was vocalized by the Nigerian president Muhammadu Buhari at the recent May 2016 Global Anti-Corruption Summit in London, where he suggested that corruption is “a hydra-headed monster. It does not differentiate between developed and developing countries.”53 Indeed, the Nigerian government has long been working to repatriate from the West the assets stolen by Sani Abacha and is keenly aware of the difficulties and costliness of this process.54 At the Global Anti-Corruption Summit itself , Western public officials openly admitted the global nature of corruption for the first time and expressed openness to considering the role of the West in these processes.

			Nonetheless, this most recent outcry related to tax avoidance through offshore jurisdictions has been just one event in a string of similar revelations. The Western countries, and particularly those that occupy the more dominant positions in the global financial markets – the United States, the United Kingdom, and Switzerland – have become keenly aware of the necessity of ensuring the integrity of the global financial system, especially in the face of widespread manipulation and abuse of the system for money-laundering and tax evasion purposes. In response to such financial crimes, Western governments, along with international organizations, such as the World Bank, the OECD and the IMF, have initiated a new body of laws and regulations now known as anti-money laundering (AML) rules. These rules began with the adoption in the United States of the Bank Secrecy Act (1970) and Money Laundering Control Act (1986), and have since been enhanced by numerous other domestic and international rules and regulations dealing with financial crimes. The more recent concerns for terrorism financing have added political weight to such legislation. The body of rules aimed at countering financial abuse is now referred to as the International Framework for Anti-Money Laundering and Combating the Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT).55 

			Starting in 2013, the developed countries articulated a new policy issue, bringing attention to international tax evasion by multinational corporations and referring to “base erosion and profit-shifting” (BEPS) – defined as “tax planning strategies that exploit thesegaps and mismatches in tax rules to artificially shift profits to low or no-tax locations, where there is little or no economic activity, resulting in little or no overall corporate tax being paid.”56 The OECD has prepared a final BEPS package of reforms of the international tax system that included fifteen “actions” designed to deal with various aspects of international tax avoidance. 57  In 2016, the OECD countries have agreed that all interested countries and jurisdictions can join these efforts and the new “Platform for Collaboration on Tax” was announced in April 2016, with the first meeting of the BEPS framework planned for June 2016, in Kyoto, Japan. 

			In short, the Western governments, supported by international organizations such as the World Bank and the OECD, do seem to have intensified their efforts in changing the rules of the system so as to curtail the practices of financial abuse. Given the history of these efforts, however, it is clear that no immediate and dramatic changes are likely.  At the same time, growing public awareness and continuous public pressure in relation to these challenges appear very important both for continuing governmental policy efforts and, crucially, for a gradual shift in the norms underpinning the practices of global corporations. The extent to which the policy changes discussed above will deal with the problem of corruption originating in developing countries and facilitated by Western actors and institutions is also questionable. The likelihood of more positive changes in authoritarian regimes arguably depends more on domestic political mobilization and action. Unfortunately, the piecemeal approach to reforming the global financial system (perhaps the only approach possible without bringing the system to a halt) led by advanced industrialized democracies will not remove the institutional “exit” option from the strategies available to domestic elites in authoritarian states, thus diminishing the likelihood that they will express a preference for “voice” through political action.58 
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			Abstract: Russia’s foreign policy is often seen as reactionary and provocative. This article argues that, despite strong rhetorical framing of foreign policy postures by the Russian government, the level of commitment to implementing these outward stances varies. Looking at the hierarchy of legal mechanisms used in Russia, this article develops a novel measure of policy commitment. It then utilizes this measurement to assess how immigration legislation shifts to match foreign policy postures in Russia’s relationships with Turkey, the U.S., and Ukraine. The analysis shows that migration-related sanctions against Turkey in 2015 were largely symbolic, whereas similar sanctions against the West are much more deeply embedded in legislation and implementation. The 2014 flows of refugees from Ukraine were similarly met with comprehensive reforms to the legal framework at many levels.

			Common depictions of Russia’s foreign policy evoke images of provocative actions in Crimea and Syria, heavy handed joint venture maneuvers, European gas shut offs, embargoes, travel bans, and quasi-imperial interests exercised over states of the former Soviet Union.1 Sitting around television sets across the Western world, casual and expert watchers of international politics alike repeatedly ask themselves, “What is Russia thinking?” This is in fact a question Karen Dawisha has pursued throughout her career. From her early studies of Soviet foreign policy decision-making,2 to analyses of Russia’s commitment to democracy,3 to recent elaborations of the kleptocratic underpinnings of the Putin regime,4 Dawisha has contributed to our understanding of how Russian decision-makers think and what motivates them. She has shown that across time and in response to numerous scenarios, decision-making in Russia is complex and varied, taking into consideration a number of factions and interests (though, in the end, some interests tend to win out more resolutely than others).5  

			Despite a massive propaganda machine that minimizes the appearance of competing interests and justifies decision-making at home and abroad, Russia’s deep and long-term commitment to its foreign policy stances varies markedly. To pursue this line of reasoning, this article reframes the question, “What is Russia thinking?” as “Do they really mean it?” by assessing domestic commitment to major foreign policy episodes. In particular, I construct a novel measure of commitment that analyzes a hierarchy of legal mechanisms to assess the government’s willingness to embed foreign policy postures into domestic law and policy. I then test this measure by examining whether, how, and to what extent Russia’s immigration policy changes in response to major international episodes.

			Russia has the third largest number of migrants of any country, behind only the United States and Germany. This is due, in large part, to the high numbers of permanent settlers from other countries of the former Soviet Union. Discussions of migration as a foreign policy issue in Russia typically focus on these permanent immigrants and new potential immigrants in the Russian diaspora.6 For example, the practice of “passportization” – encouraging citizens of other post-Soviet countries to apply for Russian passports, in order to frame intervention in other countries as the protection of Russian citizens – has received significant attention.7 This analysis offers a broader look at how immigration policy can be used to further foreign policy prerogatives by regulating the entry and stay of foreign citizens.

			The entry of millions of temporary migrants and visitors each year offers Russia a great deal of flexibility in terms of foreign policy maneuvering. Migration policy is a way that the Russian government can put pressure on everyday relations with other countries, reflecting evidence that good bilateral relations are often observed through more open borders for tourist and business travel as well as labor migration.8 In this sense, migration policy is a useful indicator of the overall relationship between countries: increasing or decreasing foreigners’ access to Russia impacts the degree of cultural, business, and other types of exchange that can occur.9 Migration policy can also be used coercively, and therefore travel bans are frequently part of targeted or “smart” sanctions levied against countries for various grievances.10

			This article focuses on two cases of sanctions and one humanitarian response. The rhetoric and initial policies in each of these cases provide a strong indication that Russia would use changes to migration policy as a major lever of foreign policy action. The scope and depth of changes to migration policy indicate varying commitment to putting pressure on other states. In 2015, Russia suspended visa-free travel for Turkish citizens and declared a ban on Turkish workers after one of its military aircraft was shot down on the Turkey-Syria border. A protracted period of anti-Western policies, including travel bans of U.S. officials as a part of the Dima Yakovlev law in 2012, have contributed to an increasingly unwelcoming climate for Westerners visiting Russia. Finally, conflict in Eastern Ukraine beginning in 2014 pushed a number of refugees into Russia, where many have sought long-term legal status.

			Dawisha’s early work took into account the importance of considering foreign policy decision-making both in crisis and non-crisis periods.11 The examples considered in this article do not meet the full definition Dawisha uses for identifying crisis because there is no imminent potential for military action.12 Nevertheless, the “threat to basic values” and “finite time for response” that are also central to the definition of crisis are visible in Russia’s response to Turkey in 2015 and to Ukrainian refugees in 2014. Developments related to anti-Western policies do not reflect crisis-oriented decision making, and are rather a result of protracted conflict, in this case one that still shares a persistent sense of “threat to basic values.” 

			On the whole, Russia’s foreign policy is reactionary and episodic, though sustained foreign policy campaigns (e.g. a general anti-Western stance) can leave a longer-term policy residue on the migration sphere. In each of the cases considered in this article, a variety of legal mechanisms are used to institutionalize migration policy, the combination of which demonstrates how deep the commitment to foreign policy stances runs. In episode one (Turkey), the domestic commitment to upholding sanctions was weak, and reflects an almost purely symbolic effort to retaliate against Turkey. In episode two (the U.S.), highly symbolic sanctions are systematized and routinized into law and bureaucratic procedure and contribute to a climate where even long-standing policies are interpreted in an increasingly conservative manner. Episode three (Ukraine) shows comprehensive commitment in the short term, followed by a long-term policy approach that belies competing agendas at the foreign and domestic levels. The case of Ukrainian refugees runs counter to the other cases in that these legal amendments increase the access of foreigners to long-term status in Russia in a context of increasingly closed and securitized migration policies (both in episode one and two, and more broadly). 

			This analysis reframes the classic “control gap” hypothesis in the migration literature, which argues there is a gap between policy goals and immigration outcomes,13 as a commitment gap.14 It offers a novel way to measure this gap that can be applied beyond the Russian case. Previous and current efforts to measure immigration policies have focused on the gap between policy and outcome, but not the level of commitment to a policy direction once it has been initiated.15 This measurement can help determine whether migration policies are adopted primarily for their symbolic value. Symbolic policies have long been cited as a contributing factor of the “control gap” but have never been measured systematically.16

			The presence of symbolic policies has also been advanced in the sanctions literature as an explanation for why sanctions are adopted despite their apparent ineffectiveness in changing the behavior of target countries. Scholars have argued that sanctions are often adopted to address domestic concerns and issues related to international reputation rather than for instrumental purposes.17 Nevertheless, no measurement has been developed to help distinguish symbolic intent from commitment to the policies themselves. This article gives a framework for explaining why policies may “fail” to reach their stated outcomes. 

			Migration Policy: A Hierarchy of Legal Mechanisms

			The Russian system of legal instruments provides an ideal entry point into developing a measurement for policy commitment because of its hierarchical nature. By assessing presidential decrees, government orders, federal laws, and other mechanisms, we can assess the breadth (overall number of legal instruments) and depth (location of instruments within the legal hierarchy) of commitment. Looking at one policy area (in this case migration) allows us to develop a clear framework for measurement that can be applied to a variety of policy areas in and beyond the Russian case. 

			Migration policy in Russia is regulated by federal laws, government and ministerial orders; bilateral and multilateral agreements;18 regional legislative acts; and presidential decrees. Federal laws (federal’nye zakony), passed through the State Duma, are the most foundational legal mechanism in Russia (aside from the constitution), and are used to regulate everyday public policy areas. Despite systematic evidence that the legislature is dominated by executive prerogatives, federal laws passed through the Duma remain the most openly deliberative mechanism in Russian politics.19 These laws are subject to multiple readings by the entire legislative body and are adjusted by committees, a process that is documented on the official website. On the opposite side of the spectrum of legal mechanisms are presidential decrees (ukazy), which represent the prerogatives of the executive and are by nature non-deliberative. Russian presidents have routinely used decrees to set broad policy agendas as well as to manage routine matters.20 

			Government orders (postanovleniia), signed by the prime minister, are typically used to implement federal laws or presidential decrees, though at times they are the starting point for initiating projects and programs. Implementing procedures are then further clarified in ministerial or departmental orders (prikazy), and by regional legislative acts. Government and ministerial orders are sometimes referred to as “sub-legislative acts,” and together with presidential decrees comprise a category of mechanisms that have a more temporary nature than federal laws.21 

			In the following analysis, the form of the initial legal act in combination with the breadth and depth of the policy package (number of mechanisms and at what levels) are used to assess commitment to foreign policy stances. Presidential decrees are seen as the most powerful mechanism in terms of sending a clear message about a foreign policy issue, yet are episodic in nature. Federal laws demonstrate a “politics as normal” approach, integrating a foreign policy matter into the everyday domestic legal system. The number and scope of government and ministerial orders is taken as a measure of the depth and breadth of the policy package. I further suggest how various packages of legal mechanisms create implications for implementation and enforcement, which can be used as a further signal of commitment in some cases. 

			At the foundation of Russia’s immigration policy are two federal laws: On the Legal Status of Foreign Citizens and On Exit and Entry.22 Supporting these laws are numerous government and ministerial orders regulating a variety of aspects of the migration process. For example, Government Order No. 335 defines visa categories and the procedures for prolonging or annulling visas, and Ministry of Labor Order No. 30 specifies procedures for establishing work visa quotas. Orders passed by the (former) Federal Migration Service, Ministry of Labor, Ministry of Internal Affairs, and other agencies are used to clarify specific procedures involved in migration-related activities.

			Only rarely do migration policies reach the level of presidential decree.23 One such moment came in 2012 when Vladimir Putin passed a series of decrees identifying various social and economic policy targets, among them instituting language exams for foreign workers. Another important moment came in 2016 when a presidential decree dissolved the Federal Migration Service and moved the activity of migration management into the Ministry of Internal Affairs, though this move was less about migration policy than it was about power politics. Sanctions adopted against Turkey in 2015, including a ban on Turkish workers, are particularly significant because they represent a rare moment when migration as an aspect of foreign policy was managed through a presidential decree.

			Turkey Shoots Down Russian Bomber

			On November 24, 2015, a Russian military aircraft was shot down by Turkish forces on the Turkey-Syria border. The event came amid protracted conflict in Syria, to which Russia had taken a controversial stance in support of the Syrian government and against the position of many Western countries. Following the incident, a debate ensued over whether the Russian aircraft had flown through Turkish airspace: Turkey claimed it was justified in shooting down the plane because it had crossed Turkey’s borders without authorization. Putin responded by passing a presidential decree on November 28 suspending visa-free travel of Turkish citizens to Russia, prohibiting employers from hiring Turkish workers, and restricting travel agents from providing services to Russian citizens travelling to Turkey.24 Restrictions on travel agencies were repealed in 2016, after an eventual apology from Turkey, though the majority of sanctions remain. 

			While the press focused on the prohibitions contained in the decree, the text of the decree retained some flexibility, which was utilized to minimize its impact on key economic sectors in Russia. Though employers were prohibited from hiring Turkish citizens, the restriction did not apply to those Turkish workers with an employment contract predating December 31, 2015,25 nor to companies on a government-approved list. This list was issued as a government order and included 53 companies throughout Russia.26 A number of the companies are major players in the construction industry such as Ant Yapy, Enka, and Renaissance Construction, all of which are Turkish firms listed in the top 100 of international contractors by Engineering News-Record (www.enr.com). Several other Turkish construction enterprises are also included on the list including Esta and Marshchstroi.

			The government list includes a number of companies that are well connected in the Russian economy. Renaissance Construction, for example, was started in St. Petersburg, is headquartered in Ankara, and was one of the most active companies in the Russian construction boom of the 2000s. Owner Erman Ilicak was named one of the “Kings of Russian Real Estate” by Forbes in 2013. Renaissance Construction has been active in high-profile projects, such as the building of Evolution Tower in Moscow City (a project started by long-time Moscow Mayor Yuri Luzhkov’s wife, real estate mogul Elena Baturina). 

			Exempting firms demonstrates that what claims to be a dramatic change in policy instituted at the highest level actually has important loopholes than can be utilized by well-connected companies and individuals.27 While the ban on Turkish workers has high symbolic value and was accompanied by tough sanctions-related rhetoric, the commitment to institutionalizing the policy is weak. This is true both in the sense that no legal mechanisms beyond the presidential decree or government order are used to signal deeper and more permanent change, and in the sense that those who are well-connected can easily find a way around the sanctions’ effects. For regular Turkish workers and tourists, however, the impact of the sanctions is more meaningful.

			Turkish construction companies have naturally attracted Turkish workers to Russia (see Table 1). However, data suggest that increasing numbers of Turkish citizens were working unofficially in Russia after a bilateral agreement between Turkey and Russia established visa-free travel (the same agreement that was suspended by Putin’s decree in 2015). The agreement allowed Turkish citizens to enter Russia for periods of 30 days (increased to 60 days in 2013). Given the widespread use of informal labor in the construction industry and labor market more generally in Russia, it is quite likely that Turkish workers entered Russia under the terms of the visa-free arrangement, but did not obtain the required labor documents. This is a particularly compelling argument if we consider the number of documented migrants alongside money transfers from Russia to Turkey.






Table 1. Turkish Citizens in Russia: migration and remittances












	
	2007


	2008


	2009


	2010


	2011


	2012


	2013


	2014


	2015




	Labor migrants


	131,200


	130,500


	77,200


	45,700


	18,900


	28,289


	27,700


	24,100


	25,147




	All visitors


	--


	239,095


	177,332


	196,704


	249,109


	305,429


	385,147


	361,416


	323,039




	--for tourism1


	--


	54,593


	43,756


	56,376


	80,754


	100,918


	122,728


	134,702


	139,305




	Remittances2


	$507


	$595


	$358


	$434


	$437


	$416


	$344


	$321


	$205




	--per labor migrant


	$3,862


	$4,556


	$4,640


	$9,486


	$23,100


	$15,007


	$12,419


	$13,320


	$8,152







Source: Russian State Statistical Service, Russian Central Bank, Glavnoe upravlenie po voprosam migratsii MVD Rossii

Notes: 1. Figures for business travelers are not provided in the state statistics. 2. Money transfers by non-resident individuals from Russia to Turkey (in US dollars).






			To get a rough estimate of average remittances, the total amount of transfers by non-resident individuals from Russia to Turkey can be divided by the number of documented labor migrants (see Table 1). Comparing figures before and after 2010 reveals a startling trend. If the number of documented labor migrants reflects the real number of Turkish workers in Russia, their earnings increase 2-3 fold beginning in 2009. This is an unlikely development given the state of the Russian economy after the 2008 financial crisis. It is more likely that the remittance data captures a trend the labor migration statistics do not reveal: that as a result of the visa-free travel arrangements, the number of undocumented Turkish workers in Russia increased dramatically. 

			In light of these findings, the suspension of visa-free travel for Turkish citizens has the greatest impact on those traveling to Russia for informal work, as well as tourists. The presidential decree did not, however, have an equal effect on Russians traveling to Turkey. While the decree prohibited travel agencies from providing products and services to Russian citizens vacationing in Turkey, it did not prohibit the travel of Russian citizens to Turkey. Furthermore, Turkey did not suspend visa-free travel, and still allows Russian tourists and businessmen entry according to the 2010 agreement. In fact, as of this writing there are still daily flights from Moscow to Istanbul by both Turkish Airlines and the Russian state-owned Aeroflot.28 Reports indicate that Russian tourism to Turkey did not fall off completely, and that tour agencies found ways around the ban by sending tourists to Turkey through third countries.29 

			Even preceding sanctions in the summer of 2015, there were efforts to encourage Russians to choose domestic tourist destinations and even proposals to ban travel to popular travel destinations such as Turkey, Egypt, and Thailand “in order to save the health and lives of Russian tourists.”30 In the end, the government’s only lever against travel to Turkey has been a nationalist appeal to enjoy the treasures of Russia alongside warnings that travel destinations such as Turkey carry the dangers of terrorism and other risks. These warnings echo Putin’s rhetoric when he called Turkey “accomplices of terrorists” following the downing of Russia’s aircraft on the Syrian border.31

			Russian tourism to Turkey has indeed declined, as has tourism to Turkey from many other countries following a number of terrorist bombings unrelated to Russian-Turkish relations. It is difficult to isolate how much of the decline in Russian travel is in response to Putin’s decree, yet it is likely that any decrease is largely an effect of rhetoric rather than legislation. In the final analysis, Russian sanctions on Turkey remain primarily symbolic. Though legislative mechanisms of the highest level were used to enact new regulations on migration, the changes lacked depth, and loopholes were institutionalized to ensure profitable and connected businesses would escape repercussions. Those affected were primarily tourists and undocumented workers from Turkey, by far the most limited and least powerful group involved.32 

			Though Turkey’s prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan eventually apologized in late June 2016, the Russian government has been slow to repeal sanctions. Putin accepted Erdogan’s apology, and later expressed solidarity with the Turkish regime following the attempted coup on July 15, yet the sanctions have not been lifted. A June 30 amendment to the original November 2015 presidential decree repealed the limitations for travel agencies and charged the government with working towards the resumption of charter flights and initiating bilateral talks with the Turkish government regarding economic relations. Yet the amendments left the bulk of the original sanctions in place, including the bans on visa-free travel of Turkish citizens and hiring Turkish workers. This suggests that while Moscow is willing to move towards rapprochement, it is not yet ready to relinquish its symbolic levers of control over diplomatic relations.

			Undesirables, Blacklists, and Foreign Agents: Implementing an Anti-Western Agenda

			When Russia annexed Crimea in February/March 2014, the U.S. imposed sanctions that involved travel bans and the freezing of U.S.-based assets of any person who had “asserted governmental authority over any part or region of Ukraine without the authorization of the Government of Ukraine.”33 The EU also imposed travel bans on some Russian officials. In response, Russia issued a list of U.S. and EU officials who would not be allowed to enter Russia. The tit-for-tat actions were but one round in a longer series of adjustments to migration policy reflecting tensions between Russia and the West. Retaliatory immigration blacklists have been associated with a number of recent diplomatic rows including the murder of former KGB agent Alexander Litvenenko in London, the death of adopted Russian child Dima Yakovlev in the U.S., and the death of Russian lawyer Sergei Magnitsky in a Moscow jail. In Russia, these high-level travel bans have been a part of a more systematic effort to restrict the travel and activities of Western citizens and organizations. Moreover, the government has enacted supporting legislation that affects Russians as well as Western individuals and organizations, creating an environment of anxiety for Western visitors and their Russian hosts.

			While anti-Western relations reflect more of a protracted conflict than an episodic reaction to a specific crisis, a major focal point for the developments analyzed here is the so-called “Dima Yakovlev law.”34 The law came as a response to the U.S. Magnitsky Act, which imposed travel bans and froze the U.S.-based assets of Russian officials identified in various human rights abuses.35 Within a month of the Magnitsky Act, the Russian Duma passed the Dima Yakovlev law, a short (6-page) document that outlines counter-sanctions including travel bans and freezing the Russian-based assets of U.S. citizens who violate human rights or freedoms. These individuals are further forbidden to participate in activities of Russian companies (such as sitting on the board of directors). More generally, the law prohibits any non-profit organization that is involved in political activities from accepting American donations, or from having members or leaders that are dual Russian-American citizens. International adoptions of Russian children by American citizens are also prohibited. 

			Unlike with Turkish sanctions, entry bans and other restrictions on foreigners have been managed through an interlocking web of federal laws and government and ministerial orders, but no presidential decrees. At the center of these regulations are a few key concepts: entry that is not permitted (ne razreshaetsia), closed (zakryt), or prohibited (zapret), and declaring certain foreigners “undesirable” (nezhelatel’nyi).36 These terms join more routine mechanisms that can be used once a foreigner is in Russia, such as deportation or cancellation of visa.37 

			The most general legal category is used when a foreigner is “not permitted” entry (v’ezd ne razreshaetsia) into Russia. Reasons for being denied entry include being administratively expelled or deported within the past five (in some cases ten) years, having a communicable disease, violating entry or migration procedures currently or on previous trips, having been declared “undesirable,” or having incurred two or more administrative violations within any given year on previous travels in Russia.38 The term “closed entry” (zakryt v’ezd) does not appear in the migration legislation, though it is commonly used in the press and policy analysis. The term “blacklist” (chernyi spisok) is also commonly used in the press to denote foreigners whose entry has been barred. 

			Prohibited entry (zapreshchaetcia v’ezd) is a distinction that is reserved for American citizens identified on the basis of the Dima Yakovlev law.39 The law included an amendment to On Exit and Entry, adding violations of human rights as grounds for a U.S. citizen not being permitted entry (v’ezd ne razreshaetsia) into Russia. The amendment was added to the sub-article that linked being declared “undesirable” to being denied entry into Russia, creating an implied link between banned Americans and those who are “undesirable”. Following the Dima Yakovlev law, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a highly publicized list of Americans implicated in human rights violations of Russians and of prisoners at Guantanamo Bay.40 In more routine cases, those deemed “undesirable” or blacklisted are not included on public lists.41 In subsequent years, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced additional high-profile figures whose entry into Russia is closed (zakryvaetsia v’ezd), including those who were banned in response to US sanctions over Ukraine. 

			The status of “undesirable” can be applied to foreign individuals and, as of 2015, to organizations.42 The 2015 “law on undesirable organizations”43 is typically discussed in the context of limiting the activities of civil society in Russia. However, its legal basis is inextricably connected to migration law. The law on undesirable organizations amends the criminal code, criminal procedure code, administrative code, the migration law On Exit and Entry and the Dima Yakovlev law.44 These amendments define undesirable organizations as those that pose a threat to the constitutional order, defense of the country, or security of the state, and ban their activities within Russia.

			The majority of the law on undesirable organizations specifies amendments to the Dima Yakovlev law. The Dima Yakovlev law in its original version required any non-governmental organizations in Russia that received funds or assistance from U.S. organizations or citizens to comply with state registration policies (i.e. requirements to disclose sources of funding). Because the Dima Yakovlev law was passed just a few months after the adoption of the “law on foreign agents,”45 which required all non-governmental organizations in Russia accepting foreign funding register to as foreign agents, the laws ensured that organizations affected by the Dima Yakovlev law would also qualify as foreign agents. Though the law on foreign agents does not mention the term “undesirable,” and neither the law on undesirable organizations nor the original Dima Yakovlev law mention “foreign agents,” the laws are mutually reinforcing. The interconnected web of legislation created by these laws reinforced the idea that connections to Western organizations (especially from the US) present a threat to Russia’s political stability.       

			The passage of the interconnecting laws on foreign agents and undesirable organizations sent important signals to domestic actors and created an atmosphere of uncertainty in Russia that leads local and regional government agencies to be on alert to any activity by foreigners that could be deemed suspicious. In response, law enforcement officials have increasingly utilized legal mechanisms that have long been on the books, but were rarely enforced. An example of this is increasing reports of Western scholars and humanitarian workers encountering visa troubles that force them to leave Russia. These foreigners are rarely if ever deemed “undesirable” or placed on high-level public travel blacklists. Rather, increasing pressure on Western individuals is often applied through routine procedures regulating visas and deportation.

			In the past handful of years, a few scholars conducting research in Russia have been expelled each year. According to U.S. representatives in Moscow, the number has been increasing of late. According to Government Order No. 335 of 2003, those coming to Russia for scientific, cultural, social-political, sport, or religious purposes should obtain a humanitarian visa. This is widely recognized as the safest visa category for scholars doing research in Russia. In a number of cases when scholars have been expelled, it is because they are in Russia on a tourist or business visa, which does not cover such activities as giving scholarly presentations, visiting archives, or public speaking engagements. Scholars became accustomed to traveling on these visas up until recently because enforcement throughout the 1990s and 2000s was lax. In some cases, scholars have continued to use these visas, taking a calculated risk, because it can be difficult to obtain an invitation for a humanitarian visa from a university in Russia due to the universities’ fear of being associated with foreigners. 

			Even scholars who have obtained humanitarian visas have not been excluded from scrutiny, nor have scholars participating in prestigious and long-standing exchange programs.46 One colleague I spoke with reported that after a routine document check by police on the street, they were reported to the regional migration services and then prosecuted for not specifying their purpose of visit on their migration card (though it was clearly written in the visa itself). Other scholars have been expelled for visiting institutions not explicitly listed in their visa applications. I also heard several reports from colleagues who either suspected they were under surveillance during their time in Russia, or were interrogated by officials from one of any of a number of agencies (e.g. Federal Security Services, Federal Migration Services, etc.).

			There are many details regarding the entry, travel, and work of foreign scholars in Russia that are left unspecified in the federal laws and government orders. Therefore, there is significant room for interpretation on the part of regional officials, and enforcement tends to vary significantly from region to region. There are three primary mechanisms for expelling a foreigner from Russia: administrative expulsion, deportation, or simply cancelling a visa. In all three of these cases, the visa is cancelled and a new visa is issued to allow the foreigner to leave (usually within a period of a few days). It is possible to have a visa cancelled without incurring the penalties involved with administrative expulsion or deportation (which include being barred from reentry for a period of five years). Because administrative expulsion and deportation require the involvement of the courts, simply cancelling a visa (which can be done by migration officials) is comparatively easy and leaves the foreigner with little recourse. This is because there are no specified rules for the conditions under which a visa can be cancelled and no process to appeal the decision. Nevertheless, reports from scholars indicate that all three mechanisms are used at various times though no systematic patterns emerge. 

			While the number of cases of Westerners expelled from Russia is small, the symbolic value of these expulsions is significant, demonstrating the link between migration policy and foreign policy orientations. These cases send a distinct signal and create an atmosphere of anxiety on the part of scholars and their partners in Russia that inhibits cultural exchange, research, and collaboration.47 While expelling Western scholars coincides with a more routinized anti-Western foreign policy agenda signaled by interlocking federal laws including the Dima Yakovlev law, the law on undesirable organizations, and the foreign agents law, the mechanisms used have long been part of the legal system yet were previously not interpreted conservatively or enforced regularly. 

			New laws have also been added that increase the number of tools the state can use to remove foreigners. Some legal changes, such as the Dima Yakovlev law, have a specific anti-Western target. Others, such as changes to the administrative code in 2013 (increasing the penalties for violations of migration law), and changes to the migration law On Exit and Entry in 2013 (blacklisting foreigners for committing administrative violations), indicate an increasingly securitized atmosphere for foreigners from all origins. A 2016 report from the Russian NGO Grazhdanskoe Sodeistvie chronicles the increasing use of administrative expulsion since 2012.48 While their data is taken from a careful analysis of court records, the increase is also seen in official data from the migration services (see Table 2).




			 Table 2. Blacklists and deportations
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							28,585

						
							
							35,115

						
							
							82,413

						
							
							139,034

						
							
							117,493

						
					

				
			

			Source: Glavnoe upravlenie po voprosam migratsii MVD Rossii

			Note: 1. Decisions made about barring the entry of foreign citizens




			The vast majority of blacklisted or expelled foreigners reflected in Table 2 are labor migrants from former Soviet countries, who are both more numerous and more systematically discriminated against than other foreigners. The primary difference between blacklisted foreigners from the West and those from CIS countries is that blacklisted Westerners include high profile officials that are identified as a part of highly visible and symbolic sanctions. The expulsion of regular Western foreigners can also send a powerful message even when applied episodically. Labor migrants from CIS countries, on the other hand, are treated as an undifferentiated mass that can be used to manage a variety of conflicting priorities in the migration sphere.49 In this context of increasing restrictions on foreigners, the accommodations made for Ukrainian refugees beginning in 2014 stand as a stark contrast.  

			The Other Refugee Crisis: Ukrainians in Russia

			Russia’s legal response to conflict in Ukraine runs counter to the migration restrictions we see in the previous examples, as it has methodically increased access of a certain category of migrants to legal status and benefits in order to support a foreign policy position. When the Eastern regions of Ukraine became embroiled in conflict, Russia positioned itself as a safe haven for refugees. This is a radical departure from Russia’s typical reluctance to grant refugee status according to international standards. Through the creation of a comprehensive set of legal and policy reforms, Russia avoided applying international refugee status while still accommodating a large number of Ukrainian refugees. 

			Official data show a sharp increase in the number of Ukrainian citizens crossing into Russia beginning in 2014, highlighting the minimal use of official refugee status compared with various alternative paths to legal status (e.g. as a traditional labor migrant) (see Table 3). This was achieved through a new program that dealt with influxes of Ukrainians without legally classifying them as refugees, combined with existing migration policies, such as those regulating citizenship, residence status, and labor migration.

			Table 3. Ukrainians in Russia







	
	2012


	2013


	2014


	2015




	All visitors


	6,502,543


	7,080,991


	9,842,990


	10,314,757




	Asylum applications


	11


	13


	5,789


	245




	- granted


	0


	0


	241


	74




	Temporary asylum applications


	2


	7


	265,448


	129,579




	- granted


	0


	0


	248,201


	129,506




	Labor migrants


	159,100


	167,100


	395,800


	210,108









Source:Glavnoe upravlenie po voprosam migratsii MVD Rossii, Russian State Statistical Service




			Using a series of amendments to existing federal laws and a new set of government and ministerial orders, Russia took a comprehensive approach to the influx of Ukrainian citizens. Short-term solutions included exempting Ukrainian citizens from work permit quotas, allowing unlimited extensions of the normal registration period, and setting up temporary shelters throughout Russia. Long-term solutions included amending the law On Citizenship50 and encouraging Ukrainian citizens to seek permanent status through the state program on compatriots.

			The short-term solutions for Ukrainians fleeing conflict revolve around two key phrases that unify a variety of procedures. First, the phrase “citizens of Ukraine and persons without citizenship, permanently living in Ukraine, staying in Russia according to emergency mass procedure” (emphasis added) was introduced in a government order of July 2014, beginning the process of distributing Ukrainian refugees throughout Russia.51 Second, the phrase “and located at a place of temporary accommodation” was added to the first phrase starting with a government order of December 2014, which allocated transportation and subsistence funds for displaced Ukrainians.52 

			The government order of July 2014 instituted a special program for Ukrainians and initiated a flurry of ministerial orders and regional government legislative acts aimed at implementing and financing the project. Examples of ministerial orders include a directive of the Ministry of Labor exempting Ukrainians from quotas for work permits, a Federal Migration Service order allowing unlimited extensions of the normal 90 day period of legal stay, a methodology for distributing refugees across Russia’s regions issued by the Ministry of Regional Development, as well as efforts by the Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Transport, and Federal Migration Service to coordinate the transportation of refugees to designated places of temporary accommodation.53 As a result, more than 300 places of temporary accommodation were established across 69 regions of Russia.54 In the context of typically poor coordination of frequently changing migration policies in Russia, the coordinated effort across the regions and at all levels of administration in this case was quite exceptional.

			Nevertheless, commitment to these emergency short-term solutions began to wane, and in late 2015 the Federal Migration Service returned Ukrainian citizens to the previous limit of staying 90 out of every 180 days. In 2016, a number of temporary accommodations were closed because of the financial burden they placed on regional budgets. The International Organization for Migration estimated in 2015 that Russia had already spent upwards of 8 billion rubles on the new refugee program.55 These developments have encouraged Ukrainians to seek more permanent solutions, such as seeking temporary or permanent residence, citizenship, or compatriot status. 

			Parallel to short-term solutions enacted through government, ministerial, and regional legislative acts, a number of longer term solutions have been sought by amending existing federal laws and presidential decrees in order to integrate Ukrainian citizens more permanently. These legislative efforts have been less comprehensive and rely on preexisting programs that have their own domestic policy priorities. A series of laws passed on April 20, 2014 included amendments to the laws On Citizenship and On the Legal Status of Foreign Citizens making it easier for “Russian speakers” (nositeli russkogo iazyka) to get residence status and citizenship. The citizenship law defines a Russian speaker as someone who can demonstrate in an interview that they have native use of Russian language in everyday and cultural spheres as long as they are a direct descendant of someone who has lived (or themselves have lived) within Russia’s borders (either in their current, Soviet, or Imperial form). Though other citizens of former Soviet states are potentially eligible to take advantage of this amendment, it was most directly relevant for citizens of Ukraine at the time it came into force. Data show an increase in residence permits and citizenship for foreigners from all origins from 2014 (see Table 4), though the increase is not so marked as the Ukrainian-specific increases in documented labor migration and temporary refugee status (see Table 3).




			Table 4. Residence permits and citizenship







	
	2012


	2013


	2014


	2015




	Residence permits1


	346,830


	350,093


	435,802


	511,811




	Citizenship granted


	95,737


	135,788


	157,791


	209,799











Source:Glavnoe upravlenie po voprosam migratsii MVD Rossii

Note: 1. To foreigners from all origins. Temporary and permanent.






			In May 2016, an amendment to On the Legal Status of Foreign Citizens allowed refugees simplified access to permanent residence permits.  With this amendment, the phrase “emergency mass procedure”56 was added at the level of federal law for the first time. However, critics argue the law is not entirely clear and leaves an opening for conservative interpretations. In this case, the uncertainty comes from a long and convoluted run-on sentence linked ambiguously by one very important “and” (highlighted for emphasis): 

			“foreign citizens, staying in the Russian Federation according to emergency mass procedures, recognized refugees on the territory of the Russian Federation or having temporary refugee status on the territory of the Russian federation and becoming a participant of the State program to assist the voluntary resettlement to the Russian Federation of compatriots living abroad…”

			Some argue it is unclear in the text of the law whether “and” is exclusive or inclusive: in other words, whether Ukrainian and other refugees who do not participate in the compatriot program are eligible. Yet as the following discussion will show, the linking of the compatriot program with refugees (especially from Ukraine) is quite clearly the intent of this amendment. 

			The state program for resettlement of compatriots was established by presidential decree in 2006.57 When Putin returned to the presidency in 2012, he sought to reinvigorate the program, amending the original decree and passing an additional decree specifying how the program should be realized. He has since amended the decrees eight times, demonstrating active attention to the development and success of the program. While an amendment to the decree in July 2014 eased access to the program for temporary refugees living in Russia, the imperative for Ukrainians to join the compatriot program was not made clear until the 2016 amendment to the migration law when “emergency mass procedure” and the compatriot program were linked for the first time.

			Linking Ukrainian refugees to the state program on compatriots is both a way to embed new refugee flows into regular long-standing bureaucratic procedure and to shore up legitimacy for and participation in a program that had previously been heavily criticized. Ukrainians are ideal candidates for the compatriot program because they have traditionally been seen as ethnically and culturally more similar to Russians than other groups that may fit the definition of compatriot. Early indicators show that efforts to encourage Ukrainians to apply for compatriot status were successful, even prior to offering preferential access to permanent residence (see Table 5).

			


Table 5. Compatriot programs











	
	2011


	2012


	2013


	2014


	2015




	Participants


	29,462


	56,874


	34,697


	106,319


	183,146







			Source: Glavnoe upravlenie po voprosam migratsii MVD Rossii




			Note: Includes participants from all countries, as there is no data available showing the breakdown of participants by country of origin.

			Russia’s legislative commitment to Ukrainian refugees in the short-term was both broad and deep, demonstrated not only by the comprehensive package of legislation adopted to establish the resettlement program, but also by the financial resources allocated to support its implementation. The commitment to long-term solutions could be seen as robust since it broadly involves amendments to federal laws and presidential decrees in a way that integrates refugees into long-standing programs. Optimistically, these new adaptations allow refugees to choose a variety of paths toward citizenship or permanent residence, which – combined with other possible paths to legal status, such as registering as a labor migrant – offer a great deal of flexibility. 

			However, the long-term solutions reveal competing priorities at the domestic and international levels. The realization of international prerogatives in the context of domestic law is especially important given Russia’s criticism of the European refugee crisis.58 If Russia can show that is has taken concrete steps to accept and integrate refugees (from Ukraine), and can further contrast their purported success with Europe’s failure (to integrate refugees from Syria and from Ukraine),59 it contributes to Russia’s foreign policy framing of the Ukrainian crisis and conflict in Syria, while simultaneously bolstering an anti-Western orientation. Nevertheless, Russia’s longer-term approach to migration also includes priorities to compensate for population loss and labor deficits. The influx of Ukrainian refugees, who are more ethnically and culturally similar than the droves of labor migrants coming from former Soviet republics of Central Asia, offered the Russian government an opportunity to shift the ethnic balance of incoming migrants and at the same time shore up domestic policy needs.60

			As Russia shifted from a short-term humanitarian response, refugees were reframed not as victims of war, but as a potential solution to labor and demographic problems. While the long-term policies are still much more open than immigration policies in the previous two cases, they also show a lack of careful attention and willingness to apply innovative measures to unique migrant flows. Pressuring refugees toward the compatriot program could eventually force them to revoke their Ukrainian citizenship, preventing repatriation. Furthermore, both the short-term resettlement program and the compatriot program prevent refugees from settling in the city of Moscow, Moscow region, and St. Petersburg, which may be the most attractive destinations for labor market reasons and for those who have family in those locations.

			Russia’s commitment to integrating Ukrainian refugees is robust when assessing the political will to adopt policies at all levels, with a wide scope, and using a comprehensive set of legal mechanisms. Yet long-term policy change reflects a desire to accept refugees in accordance with previous domestic goals. Refugees have also encountered a number of bureaucratic barriers preventing them from realizing the accommodations made in the law. Problems of this nature could signal a lack of commitment, but are more fundamentally an issue of state function. Russia’s bureaucracy, which is the contact point for refugees as they pursue legal status, is persistently corrupt, inefficient, and uncoordinated across the regions. Compared to the efforts used to pursue the anti-Western agenda discussed earlier, which can be episodic while still achieving symbolic goals, the bureaucratic capacity required to permanently integrate a large number of Ukrainian refugees is much greater. 

			Outcomes that do not reach stated policy aims demonstrate an “implementation gap” between the written content of legislation, and how it is put into practice.61 Further research should endeavor to take up the study not only of commitment gaps related to the comprehensiveness of policy packages, but other types of dissonance between policy rhetoric, content, implementation, and outcomes, and how these might also demonstrate commitment problems. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this article’s argument, Russia’s legislative approach to refugees shows a robust commitment to legitimizing foreign policy prerogatives regarding the Ukrainian conflict in a way that also meets domestic goals.

			Conclusion

			This article has argued that commitment to foreign policy positions can be measured by the depth and scope of legal instruments adopted. Migration policy is an appropriate lens for assessing domestic adherence to foreign policy prerogatives because it directly involves the treatment of foreign citizens within Russia. Furthermore, Russia’s migration policy involves multiple levels of legal mechanisms that can be used to regulate from the broadest to most minute aspects of foreigners’ entry to and travel within Russia.

			The three episodes analyzed above have demonstrated varying commitment to foreign policy prerogatives. In the case of Turkey, policy was reactionary at the highest level (signaled through presidential decree), yet it was mostly symbolic and allowed exclusions for well-connected or politically important companies. Changes to migration policy in response to a sustained anti-Western campaign include both high-level reactionary moves (enacted through federal law) as well as more systematic applications of long-standing legislation, signaling a deep commitment to continuing an anti-Western policy agenda. Finally, the commitment to accepting and integrating Ukrainian refugees is both broad and deep, yet is attenuated in the long term by its efforts to achieve foreign and domestic policy goals that are not in complete alignment. 

			The preceding discussion suggests that presidential decrees are the most reactionary yet least sustainable venue for demonstrating commitment on the level of migration policy. While decrees have a high symbolic impact, they must be routinized through the other levels of law in order to have a lasting effect. When they are not, international bluster is followed by shallow implementation as in the case of sanctions on Turkey. Federal laws can also send symbolic messages (as in the case of the foreign agents or undesirable organization laws), but are the foundation of a more systematic strategy, integrating foreign policy orientations into everyday politics as normal in Russia. Therefore, when foreign policy stances are undergirded by a wide array of supporting government and ministerial orders, and regional legislative acts, it is a signal of significant commitment to a given foreign policy agenda. International ambitions are embedded into the political system and can leave a long-term impact on domestic policy spheres as evidenced through Russia’s migration policies.
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			Abstract: This article explores the various ways in which Karen Dawisha’s book Putin’s Kleptocracy improves our understanding of the impact of elite behavior on postcommunist politics. It focuses specifically on the modes of agency whereby Vladimir Putin and his collaborators transposed cultural schemas, mobilized polysemic resources and launched concrete projects. The text also offers an analysis of the Putin clique’s modus operandi, and in particular of how knowledge about Western legal and illegal economic practices is utilized and how the preference for secret actions affects Russian political elites’ capacity to form alliances with important social constituencies. Finally, the paper examines one of the most compelling messages that Putin’s Kleptocracy conveys, namely that a discrepancy exists between the objective pursued by Putin, the rise of Russia as a global power, and the organizational strategy which he deploys in pursuit of this project, single-minded reliance on strong personal ties – a strategy that undermines the institutional basis of Russian statehood and renders undeliverable the benefits of good governance.

			Karen Dawisha’s book Putin’s Kleptocracy fully demonstrates the heuristic potential of deftly crafted empirical inquiries that examine the impact of key elite constituencies on postcommunist politics.1 2 Ever since the dramatic events of 1989-1991 the “elite variable” – defined by John Higley and Michael G. Burton as “persons who are able, by virtue of their authoritative positions in powerful organizations and movements … to affect national political outcomes regularly and substantially” – has been studied by a fairly large cohort of social scientists.3 Their work expanded our understanding of the momentous processes that transformed the Soviet bloc and also suggested how this understanding can be further deepened through additional research. Dawisha’s masterpiece builds upon the insights that enliven this subfield in the literature on postcommunism and offers novel, theoretically engrossing ways of thinking about postcommunist elites and their power.

			By the early 2000s, the scholarly effort to comprehend the various ways in which the actions of power-holders reshaped domestic institutional landscapes, redrew the parameters of political contestation, and reconfigured the nexuses connecting the domains of politics and economics in the former “second world” had generated solid empirical data and inspiring analytical interpretations.4 It bears emphasizing, though, that almost all scholars who partook in that effort readily acknowledged that their work was a preliminary attempt to reconnoiter a terrain which should be subsequently mapped with more precision. 

			One problem with the subfield of postcommunist elite studies was that the question who exactly could exercise what kind of power remained only partially answered because the dichotomies and descriptive terms that constituted its analytical armature proved to be somewhat simplistic. For example, quite a few scholarly writings published in the 1990s revolved around a key question formulated by Ivan Szelenyi and Sonja Szelenyi: “Circulation or Reproduction of Elites During the Postcommunist Transformation of Eastern Europe?”5 Why this particular question should loom so large is easy to understand: it is rooted in a venerable Italian tradition of elites-focused research, and it was significant for everyone interested in postcommunist politics.6 But as soon as the scholarly effort to gather and systematize elites-related data got under way, it became clear that the “circulation vs. reproduction” schema could not adequately capture the complexity of emerging realities because what actually transpired were hybrid configurations which involved elements of both patterns.7 Likewise, frequent references to “old elites” or “the nomenklatura” tended to obscure the fact that elite factions affiliated with the ancien regime were quite diverse and were differently situated in the rapidly changing formations of power.8 Vilfredo Pareto’s commonsensical proposition that “an individual generally brings with him certain inclinations, sentiments, attitudes, that he has acquired in the group from which he comes” should certainly underpin elite-focused agendas – and it is also clear that such agendas will yield limited knowledge if the group in question is only very abstractly identified and its specific characteristics are left unexamined.9 The general juxtaposition of “old” and “new” elites achieves relatively little in terms of illuminating the essential attributes of powerful groups.   

			An additional problem with the budding subfield of postcommunist elite studies was that virtually all the writings on the subject drew primarily on quantitative analyses based on survey data.10 These analyses certainly illuminate emerging constellations of elite power. But quantitative studies are considerably less helpful if our ambition is to adequately confront the central challenge that inspired the modern theory of elite politics, a challenge Gaetano Mosca formulated in the following way: to understand what it is that makes possible “the dominion of an organized minority, obeying a single impulse, over the unorganized majority.”11 This task can only be accomplished through analyses of political dynamics: Why did some elite groups move upwards while others were pushed to the margins? Which contextual factors empowered or enfeebled the factions fighting over access to positions of influence? What impact did its inner workings have on the infrastructure of governance?12

			The argument I will defend in this essay is that Putin’s Kleptocracy is precisely the kind of scholarly project that demonstrates how research programs that take such questions seriously might be enriched and productively refocused. The primary objective of Dawisha’s research is to describe “the emergence of the Putin cabal that took over Russia in 2000 and its structure, interests and capabilities.”13 She focuses on a clearly demarcated constituency (the elite faction that ultimately gained access to power in Russia), and she provides in-depth analysis of its modus operandi: its strategies, its resources, its evolving interactions with rivals and allies. Putin’s Kleptocracy builds on the elite-centered scholarly agenda and stimulates us to think in novel ways about who in the former Soviet bloc got what power, when, how and why. 

			Taking Agency Seriously: Transposed Schemas, Mobilizable Resources and Elite Projects

			The political impact of effective human agency is the central analytical theme that runs through Putin’s Kleptocracy. There was nothing predetermined about the rise of Putin’s clique: it was not the only possible outcome of a series of acute socio-economic crises, it was not propelled by an inexorable structural logic, and it was not a manifestation of the immutable patterns that allegedly shape Russia’s political destiny. What made this ascent possible, Dawisha argues, were the actions of an identifiable elite group whose members were able to position themselves in a particular way in the post-Soviet political landscape.

			Analyses of elite agency usually focus on the capacity of powerful factions to mobilize resources in pursuit of particular projects. This is surely the generic plot of elite politics. At the same time, however, such depictions conjure up a somewhat superficial notion of agency, a human characteristic that William H. Sewell defines as “the capacity to reinterpret and mobilize an array of resources in terms of cultural schemas other than those that initially constitute the array.”14 Political elites possess power – but analyses of that power should demonstrate how it is used not just to score political victories, but also to reframe established modes of thinking. Elite groups control resources – but they also determine what a resource is and how it can be used. Elite constituencies pursue projects – but an essential component of these projects is to rearticulate beliefs about what is empirically possible and normatively desirable. 

			The analytical template created by Sewell sheds much needed light on such issues. Sewell defines “cultural schemas” more abstractly as “generalizable and transposable procedures” and more concretely as “not only the array of binary oppositions that make up a given society’s fundamental tools of thought, but also the various conventions, recipes, scenarios, principles of action and habits of speech and gesture” that permeate without fully determining the dynamics of social life.15 For those interested in elite agency the central issue in this definition is transposability, or the capacity to construe shifting, hitherto unknown political realities in terms of culturally comprehensible interpretative formulas. Elite-driven transpositions of cultural schemas have multiple dimensions, but certainly the ability to endow changes with recognizable connotations and to depict unsettling fluctuations in terms of understandable directionalities is among the most important. 

			Sewell’s conceptualization of agency should also motivate us to think in fresh ways about “resources.” Specifically, he urges us to move beyond definitions that describe as a resource “anything that can serve as a source of power in social interactions.”16 Sewell’s example of such an “anodyne definition” is Anthony Giddens’ depiction of resources as “the media whereby transformative capacity is employed as power in the routine course of social interaction.”17 This “unexceptional and theoretically uninformative statement” misleadingly implies that resources are “out there,” readily available to those who vie to establish control over them. In a certain sense, the resource is “out there,” and in a certain sense, it is not. 

			Sewell’s main insight in that respect is that resources are polysemic – their meaning, just like the meaning of texts and ritual performances, “is never entirely unambiguous” and therefore it will be “interpreted in varying ways and [thus] empowering different actors.” As specific contexts are being reshaped by active agents who transpose schemas, penumbras of uncertainty emerge: “The very fact that schemas are by definition capable of being transposed or extended means that the resources consequences of the enactment of cultural schemas is never entirely predictable.”18 Of course, this does not mean that culturally determined perceptions render the materiality of resources irrelevant. Sewell unequivocally asserts that “nonhuman resources have a material existence that is not reducible to rules and schemas.” But it does mean that what is a resource and how it can be properly deployed are questions that can only be answered contextually: “the activation of material things as resources, the determination of their value and social power, is dependent on the cultural schemas that inform their social use.” 19 The mobilization of resources is therefore a project that involves more than interactions between cultural beings and natural things. It is a collective effort – the success of the project ultimately depends on “the ability to coordinate one’s actions with others and against others, to form collective projects, to persuade, to coerce, and to monitor the simultaneous effect of one’s own and others’ activities.”20 And its parameters are determined as much by grand visions and master plans as by the expectations, aspirations and modes of learning that constitute the specific cultural and historic background of emerging forms of agency.

			Sewell’s concept of agency is applicable to any group of actors, and his own research is mostly focused on non-elite constituencies.21 But it certainly provides guidelines for those who are interested in elite-focused research agendas: scholars who wish to offer an analytically more robust account of “the elite variable” should find ways to amalgamate themes such as the transposition of cultural schemas and the polysemic nature of resources into a comprehensive narrative about how elite agency transformed a particular context. In my view, this is precisely what Dawisha has achieved. 

			The Agents Who Became Principals: Putin’s Circle and the Dissolution of the Party-KGB Nexus

			Putin’s Kleptocracy is not a theoretical book. In the course of her distinguished career, and specifically in her numerous writings on postcommunist politics, Karen Dawisha has frequently addressed an array of theoretical issues – such as the proper way to think about democratic consolidation, the comparative and historical-sociological dimensions of electoral politics, and the evolution of the field of Soviet studies.22 Putin’s Kleptocracy, in contrast, is centered on a contextualized narrative – and, in that sense, is reminiscent of Dawisha’s writings from the 1980s, when she repeatedly demonstrated her ability to organize rich and diverse empirical data into a compelling analytical account.23 Despite the fact that her primary objective is to get to the bottom of things and set the record straight, however, Dawisha’s scholarship abounds in insights that readers who are interested in the theoretical and comparative dimensions of postcommunist elite politics will find rewarding. 

			To begin with, the book reminds us that one plausible if somewhat unorthodox way to describe the impact of Gorbachev’s reforms would be to say that his policies transformed Soviet citizens into agents forcibly involved in the “transposition of cultural schemas.” As Yoshiko Herrera points out, his perestroika triggered a rasstroika, or a de-structuring of Soviet realities.24 Suddenly, Soviet institutions and practices could no longer be taken for granted, and everyone had to figure out how to apply the skills they had acquired, the meanings they had internalized, and the interpretative frameworks on which they routinely relied to a rapidly changing situation. 

			This context provides the framework for Dawisha’s most important and controversial claim: amid this rasstroika, a new elite project was conceived, the establishment of “a regime that would control privatization, restrict democracy, and return Russia to Great Power (if not superpower) status.”25 This project was propelled by the agency of a readily identifiable elite group, mid-ranking KGB officers.26 Their effort to create a new polity gradually became a massively important transformative factor, particularly after they consensually recognized Vladimir Putin as their informal leader.27 Putin’s Kleptocracy lays bare their “inclinations, sentiments and attitudes” (to refer to Pareto once again) and offers an account of how they were able to mobilize an array of resources in pursuit of their objectives. 

			The ascent of this particular clique to positions of power fits a pattern with which scholars analyzing postcommunist elite politics had become familiar by the mid-1990s, a pattern described as neither “circulation” nor “reproduction” but “a somewhat accelerated move from the “middle” to the “top.”’28 Just like many other elite groups in the former Soviet bloc, the protagonists featured in the memorable biographical vignettes interwoven in Putin’s Kleptocracy belonged to a cohort of up-and-coming insiders. By the late 1980s they had become an integral, albeit not essential part of the existing infrastructure of power. They captured key positions of power when the more powerful cliques that stood above them disappeared from the political scene.29 

			In many respects, however, the cohort Dawisha analyzes was dissimilar from other elite groups that strove to move up in the early postcommunist period. The undoing of the Communist Party-KGB nexus affected them differently than it did other elite factions. Back when Putin and his future associates began their careers, it was this nexus that sustained the rigid hierarchy of Soviet power and made it unambiguously clear who will ultimately call all the important shots. The KGB was, first and foremost, the Party’s punishing sword (karayushchii mech Partii) – the institutional tool which Soviet leaders used to discipline and punish the population that they governed.30 In addition, the KGB was entrusted with the task of conducting economic activities in the West. As Dawisha points out, the oil crisis of 1973 “massively increased the amount of Soviet overseas accounts… These accounts were under the strict day-to-day control of the KGB and were used to fund foreign operations, underwrite friendly parties and movements, and purchase goods for import.”31 While the KGB was in charge of managing such accounts, all strategic decisions about how the money would be spent were made by Party officials. The sacrosanct principle that cemented the Party-KGB relationship was, to quote one of very few statements in Putin’s semi-fictional autobiography whose accuracy readers have no reason to doubt, that “because the KGB was a highly regarded division of the party, they had to do as the party told them.”32 In short, the Party was the principal, or the political entity that set priorities and authorized particular courses of action; the KGB was the agent, or the political entity whose mission was to accomplish the principal’s goals.33

			As is well known, principal-agent relationships almost inevitably generate a principal-agent problem. Indeed, during the Gorbachev era, this problem became endemic in the Soviet political system: as the power of the Party-principal declined during perestroika, many of its agents began to behave in a self-interested manner. Steven L. Solnick’s book Stealing the State offers a riveting account of the transformation of certain Soviet cadres (e.g. Komsomol leaders) from the Party’s agents into opportunistic schemers who appropriated the resources under their control and thus precipitated the collapse of the institutions they were supposed to manage.34 “Take the money and run” is an expression that adequately captures the skullduggery in which strategically located Soviet officials were engaged in the late 1980s and the early 1990s.

			Dawisha’s book provides a powerful counterpoint to Solnick’s analysis. What she establishes is that that the Party-KGB relationship did not unravel as a result of the exacerbation of a nagging principal-agent problem: it disintegrated when the principal suddenly disappeared in the aftermath of the 1991 putsch. This fact is important for understanding the behavior of people like Putin: it accounts for the ambivalence they displayed vis-à-vis the now-defunct Soviet project, and for the institutional hybridity of their repositioning within the post-Soviet political landscape. 

			The demise of the old regime elicited among elite constituencies emotions ranging from cynical nonchalance to an exhilarating sense of liberation. For example, the Komsomol cadres discussed by Solnick simply dropped the pretense of embracing a grand emancipatory endeavor in which they had long since stopped believing, and the entrepreneurs who would soon be known as “the oligarchs” were intoxicated by the “the trader’s paradise” that suddenly materialized when Soviet economic structures collapsed.35 It bears emphasizing, though, that such reactions shared something in common: indifference towards the Soviet ideological experiment. For many elite groups who moved “from the middle to the top,” this experiment was a part of a past which they simply wanted to move beyond. 

			In contrast, the attitude of KGB officers was more ambivalent. Dawisha opines that they harbored no desire “to keep the USSR going” – as Putin himself admitted, “history has staged two experiments that are very well known in the world: East Germany and West Germany, North Korea and South Korea,” and the results of these experiments were beyond dispute.36 But she also argues that the former wielders of the Party’s sword felt emotionally invested in a project that had transformed their country into a geopolitical superpower which political elites and intellectuals around the globe had embraced as a genuine alternative to “the West.” As KGB cadres were transposing the “cultural schemas” that informed their subculture, they proved to be psychologically unwilling or emotionally unable to forget the grand narrative that had lent meaning to the only world they had known. They were therefore keen on selectively re-appropriating it. 

			Notably, this selective course of action was not necessarily guided by strategic calculations and rational cost-benefit analyses. Just like other modes of elite behavior, it was driven by what Pareto called “residues,” or “the constant, instinctive, non-logical element” that lurks behind any seemingly logical justification of ruling groups’ projects.37 In the case of the KGB, the key “non-logical element” was undoubtedly resentment, “a lasting mental attitude” which manifests itself through certain “emotions and effects,” such as “revenge, hatred, malice, envy, the impulse to detract, and spite.”38 As Putin himself makes it clear, among the targets of this resentment were the last leaders of the Soviet Union who, in his scornful words, “just dropped everything and went away.”39 According to Gleb Pavlovsky, a knowledgeable former insider, the most potent emotion within Putin’s circle was “contempt for the democrats of those years, who had received power for free, without a struggle, as if they had just found it in the street.”40 The targets of the KGB’s resentment were thus many – and the sin that they had committed was to abandon the Soviet project completely rather than partially. The political reactions of cadres like Putin were conditioned by what Dawisha poignantly calls “the hope for political revanche”: this upwardly mobile elite group construed the end of the old regime as a defeat in a war that had to be refought. 41 

			An ambivalent attitude toward the Soviet past was one characteristic that set the KGB apart from other elite groups. Another such characteristic was the hybrid way in which they positioned themselves in the post-Soviet institutional context. That the formulaic script “take the money and run” does not quite fit the behavior of this constituency had already become clear in the early 1990s. In an interview he gave to the famous Soviet dissident Lev Timofeyev in 1992, former KGB General Oleg Kalugin initially maintained that “the ruling apparatus and the KGB” have successfully established complete control over “the process of privatization and the creation of new enterprises” and describes “this exodus into economic structures” as “an escape of rats from a ship.” Lev Timofeyev, however, was not convinced: “Is it really like fleeing a ship? “Isn’t it a fact,” he asked, that far from having disappeared, “the rats … maintain control over … markets and finally over the country?” In response Oleg Kalugin readily modified his stance: “I would not say this is mere ‘escape from the ship’ – that would be too simplistic. There is undoubtedly an element here of an organized retreat.”42 In other words, as former KGB officers tried to cope with the unexpected reversals and turbulences that imperiled their careers, they held onto certain institutional outposts which they controlled within the state apparatus. Putin’s Kleptocracy brings into a sharp relief this institutional hybridity. In certain respects, KGB cadres were not that different from the actors described by Solnick – they did take advantage of the opportunity to line their own pockets. The story of the Ozero Collective is one of many pieces of evidence that support this thesis.43 Unlike Komsomol officials, however, the KGB cohort did not destroy the administrative units it managed – and, unlike the oligarchs, it did not consider state structures exclusively as a conduit for the “crony” or “political” capitalism that emerged in 1990s Russia.44 They took some money, but they never ran: unlike other elite groups, members of Putin’s faction were passionately interested in governing, and more specifically in what Michel Foucault described as the capacity “to arrange things in such a way that, through a certain number of means, such and such ends may be achieved.”45 That is why their initial retreat was quickly followed by a strategic comeback and a purposeful reinsertion in the infrastructure of governance. The former KGB officers metamorphosed into an elite group that wanted to systematically shape political outcomes. They were driven by the ambition to rebuild and energize governmental agencies, to fine-tune and redeploy the techniques for managing populations and things with which they were already familiar, and to set the agendas and priorities which Russians should collectively pursue.  

			In sum, in the aftermath of the dissolution of the Party-KGB nexus, Putin and his colleagues evolved from agents serving someone else into agents in their own right – into agents determined to govern. Their ultimate objective was to reclaim much of the power that their former principal had wielded during the Soviet era. In order to do that, however, they had to mobilize polysemic assets. 

			Modus Operandi I: Knowledge, Polysemic Assets, and Loyalty

			Besides clearly identifying the influential clique she is studying, Dawisha contributes to the conversation about postcommunist elite politics an enlightening analysis of its modus operandi, or the process whereby the assets it could mobilize were identified and actually deployed. Arguably, the most important resource that Putin and his associates controlled was knowledge. As Hill and Gaddy point out, the KGB as an institution had more information about what is to be found where in the crevices of the Soviet economic system than any other group of actors.46 But Dawisha underscores that they also knew much more than anybody else in the Soviet Union about the Western economic system. One of many interesting stories analyzed in Putin’s Kleptocracy contains an intriguing subplot: acting on behalf of the Paris branch of the Soviet State Bank in 1990 (i.e. when the Soviet Union still existed) a team of KGB operatives registered an offshore company (FIMACO) based in the Channel island of Jersey.47 This seemingly minor event brings into a sharp relief a fact whose importance Dawisha invites us to ponder: in the entire USSR at the time there were no more than a handful of people who knew how to register a company in Jersey – and without exception they belonged to the KGB. Moreover, these people were in a much better position to learn what they did not already know – for example, one can be certain that in the 1980s no one in the KGB knew anything about such exotic Spanish destinations as Alicante and Sotogrande, but by the mid-1990s these localities had been successfully raided by associates of Putin’s circle.48 Dawisha’s broader message is that the KGB enjoyed a monopoly on any kind of information related to Western economic practices (legal and illegal). 

			In my view, this message is very important and should be heeded by anyone who studies politics in early postcommunism: the asymmetrical access to knowledge, and particularly knowledge about how business could be transacted in the West, ought to be recognized as one of the most important structural legacies of state socialism. This knowledge was extremely unevenly distributed – almost all of it was concentrated in the hands of the KGB and its East European analogues. To be sure, there were variations in that regard – information about how one can get involved in “capitalist” economic activities abroad was somewhat more diffuse in relatively open countries like Poland than in hermetically sealed Romania.49 But the full implications of this fact for the study of postcommunist elite politics in the 1990s are yet to be fully explored, and Putin’s Kleptocracy urges us to pursue this line of research in a more systematic way.

			What Dawisha has to say about the financial funds that came into the KGB’s possession is equally important. In a sense, the story is simple: KGB cadres assumed full control over the Party’s bank accounts and began to use them in the pursuit of their own objectives. But Dawisha’s analysis also complicates this story in illuminating ways: what she clarifies is that in the broader saga of Putin’s ascent these financial resources featured as a polysemic rather than unambiguously defined assets. 

			In a generally positive review of Putin’s Kleptocracy, Stephen Kotkin argues that while Dawisha’s analysis of “the Putin cabal” does reveal that the former KGB officers accumulated personal fortunes, it does not adequately answer the question: “is the enrichment an end in itself or a means to an end?”50 In fact, she demonstrates that it is both. The same bank account could be used to purchase houses in Zug, Switzerland, and to finance the collective effort to capture positions of power in Russia and ultimately transform the country. Key to understanding the nature of the strategically important ambiguity that surrounds this issue is a statement made by prominent oligarch Oleg Deripaska: “All I have belongs to the state.”51 In other words, what Deripaska and others like him “have” is not an issue that can be unequivocally or legally determined. Under certain circumstances, his quest for material wealth is an end in itself – he can treat “his” possessions as a private patrimony to be hedonistically enjoyed. When the circumstances change, the same resources can be instantly transposed into a means to an end. For instance, they could be strategically used in the service of the overarching elite project: the restoration of Russia’s grandeur. Of course, what Depiraska says applies to the 2000s – the period when he, along with other business tycoons, was politically subdued by the presidential clique. Yet the perception that all resources are polysemic in that particular sense was shared by KGB elites in the 1990s – the readiness to transpose cultural schemas that determined what is a resource and how it can be used was already an essential component of the clique’s modus operandi. Undoubtedly, that is the reason why, even though Putin’s men amassed wealth, they never indulged in the kind of conspicuous consumption which fascinated the world during the first decade of postcommunist transformation in Russia: none of his associates engaged in media theatrics like Boris Berezovsky, actively sought to acquire prestigious Western assets like Roman Abramovich, or forayed into the art market like Dmitry Rybolovlev.52 

			How were the uncertainties to which the polysemy of resources give rise resolved? One possible answer is that all crucial decisions in that regard were Putin’s to make: since he was the group’s leader and since in Russia – to quote the main protagonist in Vladimir Sorokin’s dystopia Day of the Oprichnik – “His Majesty’s will is law and mystery,” the prerogative to unilaterally determine what is what belonged to him.53 Whether or not Putin the President enjoyed this kind of power is debatable. What Dawisha makes clear, however, is that Putin the Cabal Leader did not possess it in the 1990s when the elite project in which he was involved got under way. Dawisha duly acknowledges that “Putin was not waiting passively throughout the 1990s”: he did display genuine agency and actively sought to change the environment in which he was operating.54 But the main role he played was not as giver of orders. Instead, he was an organizer and coordinator: “He created an interlocking web of personal connections in which he was the linchpin. He wasn’t the only strong person in these groups, but he was the only one who stood astride all of them.”55 Putin’s actions mattered not because he successfully created a hierarchical structure subservient to his will, but because he was able to assemble a team whose involvement in politics truly made a difference. One of the most intriguing messages which Putin’s Kleptocracy conveys is that the challenges that the polysemy of resources poses to upwardly mobile political entrepreneurs are usually resolved not through the unilateral acts of individual leaders but through the collective agency of an elite group engaged in an ongoing effort to determine what their loyalty to a common project actually means and entails. Alena Ledeneva explained in a remarkable study that the operating code of the subculture fostered by Putin and his associates revolved around values like “a sense of mission, hard work and personal loyalty.”56 But it is Karen Dawisha who elucidated the crucial way in which questions regarding the nature of the mission, the motivation for the hard work, and the content of the notion of loyalty were answered with reference to a coherent and dynamically unfolding elite project. The project could only be realized if the resources necessary for its success were effectively mobilized – and Putin’s associates proved amenable to the idea that this mobilization sometimes mandates that private riches be reclassified as team-managed possessions. The fact that this modus operandi – established in the mid-1990s and still practiced today – did not engender significant intra-clique splits or group-threatening defections should be explained not with reference to the mysterious force of Putin’s will but in terms of an elite constituency’s collective endeavor to transpose the authoritarian values they had internalized during the Soviet era to chaotic post-Soviet realities. This effort was propelled by both self-interested considerations and by a genuine devotion to what Gaetano Mosca called “political formula,” or “beliefs and sentiments that resonated in that epoch and in that nation.”57 It is this amalgam of motivations that breathed ardor in their endeavor and enabled them to become an unscrupulous and energetic ruling class. 

			Modus Operandi II: Secrecy and Strong Ties

			In addition to the role of knowledge, the mobilization of polysemic resources and the centrality of loyalty, Dawisha examines two other aspects of the Putin clique’s modus operandi: the embrace of secrecy and the relevance of what sociologists describe as “strong ties.” Secrecy fundamentally shaped the kind of alliances members of the cabal formed with other social groups; the reliance on strong ties accounts for the very high degree of organizational dysfunctionality and institutional brittleness that characterizes Putin’s “militocracy.”58 	

			That covert operations constitute an essential element of the cultural schemas internalized by Putin’s circles is a trivial observation. But what is the significance of the fact that the elite group aspiring to govern the largest country in the world was (sub)culturally predisposed to shroud everything it did in opaqueness? Putin’s Kleptocracy provides some answers.

			Even the most powerful elite faction needs to build bridges connecting it to other groups. Political entrepreneurs who aspire to govern must figure out how to expand their infrastructural power, or the capacity to actually penetrate civil society, and “to implement logistically political decisions throughout the realm.”59 The challenge facing elites who try to initiate and sustain the macro-process known as “development” is even more formidable. A “developmental momentum” can only be generated if a configuration Peter Evans calls “embedded autonomy” emerges, or “a concrete set of social ties that binds the state to society and provides institutionalized channels for the continual negotiation and renegotiation of goals and policies.”60 What Putin’s Kleptocracy shows is that the KGB’s unwavering embrace of secrecy as favored modus operandi hampered its ability to form political alliances with economically vibrant constituencies, and as a result, its choices of political partners were reduced to networks that, like the KGB itself, preferred to operate beyond the scope of official legal and constitutional frameworks. 

			“The sociological significance of the secret,” Georg Simmel explained more than a century ago, is two-fold. The internal effect of the pledge to act collectively in secret is to strengthen intra-party loyalties and ritualistically reassert the distance between those in the know and the uninitiated.61 This vow simultaneously engenders an external effect – it changes the political environment because elites bound by secrets effectively “leave the general normative order.”62 “The intention of hiding” makes imperative the social construction “of a second world alongside the manifest world” – a parallel political universe that excludes outsiders and allows insiders to behave as their authentic selves.63 In my view, Simmel’s argument dovetails rather nicely with the polyphonic narrative of Putin’s Kleptocracy (as well as with the opinions of Russian experts such as Masha Gessen64). Strictly speaking, Putin and his cohort did not even have to leave “the general normative order” because they had never entered it. Before 1991, the KGB’s actions were guided by the Party’s orders, by classified administrative regulations and by the principle that “the end justifies the means” even when the means are blatantly illegal.65 And the normative framework established after 1991 was regarded by the Putin group as at best irrelevant and at worst a foreign transplant imposed on weakened Russia by arrogant Westerners acting in collusion with their local lackeys. Hence, KGB cadres were predisposed to display their agency primarily in a subterranean world of publicly invisible interactions.  

			The reliance on subterfuge shaped the dynamic of the Cabal in at least two ways. First, it made it all but impossible for the clique to collaborate with larger segments of society. To a certain extent, the siloviki’s inability to cobble together broader societal coalitions is “path dependent”: it is rooted in the cohort’s past. As is well known, the Cheka/KGB came into existence only hours after the establishment of a “dictatorship of the proletariat” in 1917 – but its function has never been to deliver goods and services to the citizenry or to engage with mass constituencies whose cooperation was deemed politically necessary. Whether or not Soviet-style regimes were grounded in a “social contract” according to which the authorities provide welfare in return for obedience is a contested issue.66 But it is undeniable that, among the Party elites that ruled the country, there were cadres who were tasked to look after “the people’s welfare” – like officials in ministries and managers of state-owned enterprises. As David Woodruff argues in an important book, some of them in fact continued to feel responsible for the survival of local economies and communities even after 1991.67 KGB cadres, however, never partook in such activities and hence possessed neither the skills nor the inclination to reciprocally engage sizable social groups. 

			But the KGB’s failure to significantly expand its infrastructural power in Post-Soviet Russia is also rooted in the prioritization of sub rosa maneuvering over law-abiding behavior and public debate. That is what ultimately alienated collective social actors – such as middle class professionals – who value transparency, predictability, autonomous law-enforcement mechanisms and de-criminalization of the public sphere. Of course, individual members of these groups stood to benefit from what Henry Hale calls “patronal politics.”68 But as a whole such constituencies, even those who harbored residual enthusiasm for Putin’s revanchist project, began to slink away when it dawned on them that their preference for a rule-of-law-centered governance would be ignored. 

			A second, related implication of the KGB’s reliance on secrecy was that its cadres were naturally inclined to establish partnerships with other inhabitants of “the second/parallel world,” and specifically with mafia-type structures. Arguably, such collaborations rest on elective affinities – for example, both the KGB and Russia’s gangs could successfully practice “violent entrepreneurship.”69 But perhaps more important in that regard is the sociological fact that these two groups were among very few collective actors in post-Soviet society that possessed the capacity to self-organize and to act strategically. Peter Pomerantsev argues that at a time when “all the old Soviet role models had been made redundant … the gangsters had their own prison code … They were the only people in this lost, new Russia who knew who on earth they were and what they stood for.”70 However “gangsters” were not “the only” group that can be so characterized. His observations apply to the KGB as well: both constituencies had internalized codes of behavior which were functional and secret. Putin’s Kleptocracy probes deeply into the nature of the interactions whereby the siloviki broadened the scope of their infrastructural power: collaboration with the Tambov-Malyshkin criminal group; partnership with the Perm organized criminal group; collusion with Gennady Petrov’s mafia in St. Petersburg; an alliance with the Kadyrovs and their Chechen boeviki.71 What such “partners” had in common was that they operated in accordance with a unified set of norms unfamiliar to larger social constituencies. These norms in turn structured the terrain of elite interactions in Russia.

			The commitment to secrecy thus shaped the patterns of infrastructural expansion that characterized the collective agency of Putin’s clique and set the parameters of its entanglements with other social groups. What Dawisha also shows is that the KGB cohort’s reliance on strong ties quickly reshaped the institutional basis of governance in Russia. 

			The concept of strong ties was introduced in social analysis by Stanford sociologist Mark Granovetter: “the strength of a tie is a … combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding) and the reciprocal services which characterize the tie.”72 Compared to weak ties, strong ties are more frequent, materialize in the context of shared life trajectories rather than specific collaborative schemes, and mold personal and collective identities in a more decisive and lasting manner. Much of the literature on the subject focuses on benefits which social ties, weak or strong, might bring. For example, one advantage associated with an extensive network of weak ties in postcommunism is that those who are able to get in touch with the friend of a friend of an acquaintance might eventually be able to collude in the rechanneling of public money into their private bank accounts; Janine Wedel’s research on “Russia’s privatizers” is among the best known case studies.73 Arguably, however, Granovetter’s most serious contribution is to point out that the activation of social ties also engenders negative consequences. The analysis of various data led him to the conclusion that “strong ties, breeding local cohesion, lead to overall fragmentation.”74

			It is one particular pattern of fragmentation that Dawisha highlights in her study of the strong ties that hold together Putin’s group: the pulverization of Russia’s infrastructure of governance. 

			Of course, the state institutions which the Cabal began to penetrate in the early 1990s were far from a paragon of Weberian bureaucratic rectitude. The copious evidence systematized and analyzed in Putin’s Kleptocracy suggests, however, that its intrusions made the situation worse.75 Determined to protect the group’s interests, its members sometimes treated existing administrative structures as an organizationally hostile territory which they had to scythe their way through: they destroyed documents implicating the network in various crimes, terminated numerous criminal investigations that might have uncovered its misdeeds, and sabotaged any lawful activity that could have interfered with its aggressive quest for more political influence. “Loyalty” meant that, if and when promoted, KGB cadres would use their power to appoint and dismiss in order to purge “unreliable” incumbents, including competent and experienced ones, in order to make room for “ours.” State entities that came under the control of Putin’s cohort were repeatedly battered by reorganizations and restructurings because the commitment to the grand project – and the need to make tactical adjustments, reprioritize short-term objectives and outmaneuver real and imaginary rivals – always overrode any concerns about institutional integrity and functional capacity. 

			The impact of these actions on the Russian civil service was profoundly negative. Even bureaucrats who shared the Cabal’s revanchist attitudes quickly learned that in order to survive they had to swear off ideas about public service and respond to informal incentives that reward docility and compliance. Their reactions were conditioned by the understanding that the evanescent whims of a small clique of super-bosses who refused to allow “outsiders” to take part in decision-making processes are much more important than honoring legal rules or established administrative procedures. And the willingness to act in accordance with legal norms rapidly faded as they witnessed the constant assaults on legality staged by a dominant elite constituency that enjoyed impunity – and would regularly use the law to bludgeon targeted individuals and groups into submission. Students of Russia generally recognize that Putin’s propaganda machine – run by brilliant operatives such as Vladislav Surkov – has generated support among a broad swath of social strata.76 This propaganda, however, has consistently failed to transform Russia’s state employees into a reliable, effective, dedicated bureaucratic estate fully committed to Putin’s restorationist project. Almost two decades after the launching of this project the country is run, in Luke Harding’s colorful language, as a bardak: a place marred by “incompetence, muddle and disorder.”77 

			The extent to which the entire edifice of power in the country vibrated with the convulsions of Putin’s group will become clear if we take a closer look at the Russian presidency. Many observers believe that it is this institution that stands at the very core of Russia’s statehood. But recent developments demonstrated that the presidency is prone to metamorphosis, which Stephen Holmes describes in the following way: “Assigned nearly unchecked powers by the 1993 Yeltsin constitution, the office lost its authority … when its shell was rented out for four years to Medvedev … [which] makes it clear that the presidency itself is not a source of power.”78 At the center of the Russian polity lies an institution that might be instantly eviscerated as a result of power shifts occurring within a tightly-knit elite group. It is not the legally established norms and institutions, but the strong ties that bind together Putin’s faction, that currently constitute the organization foundations of Russian statehood. 

			Here, then, is one of the most compelling messages that Putin’s Kleptocracy conveys: a distinct characteristic of the project which Putin’s regime champions is the discrepancy between the objective pursued, the rise of Russia as a global power, and the organizational strategy deployed, single-minded reliance on strong personal ties. It is the ambitions of a specific elite group that enflame Russians’ political imagination. It is its preferred modus operandi that renders undeliverable the benefits of good governance. 

			Conclusion: Agents of the Past - Agents of the Future?

			Putin’s Kleptocracy is not a study that purports to elucidate everything there is to know about the post-Soviet period. Its ambitions are reasonably tempered and prudently calibrated: “The story of this book … is by no means the entire story of Russia during that period … nor it is the story of the Russian state as a whole.”79 The critique that the book does not contain an elaborate explanation of why Putin succeeded where so many other political entrepreneurs failed might be partially correct – but is also irrelevant because offering such an explanation is not Dawisha’s overarching objective. What she focuses on is a particular piece of the Russian puzzle, the transformative impact of the actions of a specific elite constituency. Arguably, more comprehensive accounts of what happened in the 1990s would also feature analyses of other groups’ mode of agency as well as the cultural, institutional, historical, economic and social factors that facilitated or impeded their projects. But if such accounts omit what Dawisha has to say about the Putin Cabal, then describing them as “comprehensive” would be an analytical travesty. 

			More generally, Putin’s Kleptocracy’s great achievement is to show how an elite-focused research agenda may deepen our understanding of the first decade of postcommunist transformations. She broadens our knowledge about a crucially important elite faction, former KGB cadres and their business associates. More theoretically, she demonstrates how a detailed exploration of the multiple dimension of the “elite variable” – from the traumatic experiences, resentments and ambitions that drove elite factions into action to the nature of resources they control, the social coalitions they forge and the unintended institutional consequences of their modus operandi – might illuminate what transpired throughout the collapsed Soviet empire in the 1990s. Far from implying that the rise of Putin was predetermined, Dawisha’s account might serve as a useful reminder that a country’s political trajectory is not shaped by irresistible global trends, the workings of an omniscient Zeitgeist, or the inevitable reassertion of centuries-long national dreams of greatness. Who gets access to power and what they do with it sometimes depend on the twists and turns of localized elite clashes whose outcome is determined by nothing more decisive than Fortuna’s smile. 

			Putin’s Kleptocracy is dedicated to “free Russian journalism” – and, given the thrust of the book, it is easy to understand why. What the future holds for Russia cannot be known. Dawisha’s analysis reveals, however, that, among the factors that will shape the country’s destiny, leadership looms particularly large – the leadership of elites entrenched in the Kremlin, but also that of societal and political dissenters and of grass-roots activists inspired by a very different vision of what a great Russia should look like. “It is of course entirely correct,” Max Weber argued in his most famous lecture, “that what is possible would never have been achieved if, in this world, people had not repeatedly reached for the impossible.”80 To many experts, what Putin and his collaborators reached for in the late 1990s might have appeared well-nigh impossible – and yet, the Cabal succeeded. This is one of the most important lessons to which Dawisha’s magnum opus lends credence. It is also the lesson that those who oppose the Cabal today and press forward with the difficult quest for alternatives should learn.
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			Abstract: Drawing on theories and perspectives developed in the post-communist context, this article uses two recent events in Lebanon to reflect on the limits of elections and civil society to create a sense of engaged citizenship. The YouStink campaign illustrates the prospects and limitations of citizenship and accountability in the absence of elections, while the rise of Beirut Madinati helps illustrate the role of elections in divided societies without strong civic culture. The paper addresses both how the post-communist experience may elucidate Lebanon’s trajectory as well as what Lebanon may say about concerns with democracy in Eastern Europe.

			When communism collapsed in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, many area specialists and policymakers focused intently on the role of elections and electoral rules in building democracy.1 At the same time, civil society was seen as the realm to create new, civic identities and a bulwark against nationalism and populism. In theory, elections and feelings of citizenship should have a symbiotic relationship, tying individuals to the state, creating mutually reinforcing senses of responsibility, and deepening civic culture. Given the variety of formal and informal institutional incentives, ideologies, and personal and societal goals, however, liberal democracy is only one possible outcome. Individuals may be embedded and socialized in networks that promote nationalism, rent-seeking, and corruption, networks that weaken the state and stunt the creation of “citizen” as a core political identity. In “Electocracies and the Hobbesian Fishbowl of Postcommunist Politics,” Dawisha asks whether, in cases of nationalism and entrenched corruption, the obsession with elections deepens problems instead of alleviating them.2 In these cases, a jumbled party system does not allow individuals to think about their own multiple dimensions of interest or broadly about socio-economic interests at all. However, if there has been an over-emphasis on the role of elections in creating citizens, having no elections is hardly preferable. Drawing on theories and perspectives developed in the post-communist context, this article uses recent events in Lebanon to examine the relationship between democratic elections and sense of citizenship when the prerequisites for both are weak or missing. In doing so, the case may provide additional understandings of what can be, at best, described as democratic malaise in post-communist Europe.

			Central to the question of the Hobbesian fishbowl is the extent to which the state is a relatively coherent, autonomous actor. In all places, society is reflected in the state, the state seeks to shape society, and the state itself is divided.3 The ways in which states reflect and shape society and how this interplay impacts policy and governance, from the battles between functional factions within a communist ideological construct in the late Soviet period4 to re-imaging Iraq5 to the struggles over power and resources in Russia’s current kleptocracy,6 have long been important components of Dawisha’s work. Like in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Lebanon’s consociational system creates an entrenched elite who consistently reinforce the social divisions that necessitated power sharing in the first place.

			If the problems of post-communist and post-authoritarian systems are rooted in the detritus of the old regime and a new nationalism that together prevent the creation of a coherent state, what are the possibilities for resolving these problems and creating and maintaining democracy and the citizens that undergird it? Many scholars argue that democracy requires an urban middle class that is educated, cognizant of its long-term interests, values civic culture, and creates a vibrant civil society.7  With its strong urban middle class, Lebanon has advantages compared to several post-communist states as well as many of its neighbors, but difficulties remain. In many post-communist cases, civil society was generally criticized for being disconnected from citizens because it was overly tied to international donors, but the Lebanese case raises questions as to how more indigenous civil societies can be disconnected as well.

			While Lebanon has not experienced the dramatic events of the Arab Spring cases, the acceptance of the current political order seems to be breaking down. A sense of drift has been pervasive as national elections, which should have taken place in 2013, have been twice postponed. The summer of 2015 witnessed a growing garbage crisis, laying bare in a very visible (and odorous) way the failure of governance. The resulting #YouStink campaign, which tried to force politicians to address the crisis, was an unusual case of Lebanese demanding accountability as citizens. Subsequently long-delayed municipal elections were called for May 8, 2016. Partly coming out of #YouStink, the newly formed Beirut Madinati (Beirut is my city) created a revolutionary electoral list of candidates who were secular (though, reflecting powerful norms, divided evenly between Muslims and Christians8), technocrats, possessed demonstrable professional experience needed by municipal government, and were not part of the current corrupt status quo. 

			This article will build on the experiences of the YouStink and Beirut Madinati to reflect on the limits of elections and civil society to create a sense of engaged citizenship. After further discussion of the interplay between civil society, the Lebanese state, and political culture, the YouStink campaign will be used to illustrate the prospects and limitations of citizenship and accountability in the absence of elections. This will be followed by a discussion of the rise of Beirut Madinati and what it may mean for the role of elections in divided societies without strong civic culture. The conclusion will address how the post-communist experience may elucidate Lebanon’s trajectory, as well as what the Lebanese case may suggest about concerns with democracy in Eastern Europe.

			Modularity, Segmentation, and Lebanese Civil Society

			With the decline in the number of democracies worldwide over the past decade, on-going concerns about the robustness of democracy relate not only to the quality of democratic institutions but also to the “quality” of citizens.9 Citizens may be “the source of all authority—the legitimate basis of all power,”10 but they cannot be mere holders of rights or beneficiaries of state-sponsored goods. Effective citizenship requires individuals taking seriously their responsibilities to be informed and engaged and a state that is inclusive and responds to democratic deliberation. Local levels can be particularly suitable for building quality citizens as individuals can congregate and debate and the issues often have particular resonance.11 However, creating “high-quality” citizens usually faces challenges of ethno-national, sectarian, and class divides; formal institutions that are not conducive to deliberation; and a political elite that has forced much of society into a kind of Stockholm Syndrome. 

			Sparked in particular by Robert Putnam’s work,12 there has been considerable scholarship over the past twenty years on the relationship between civil society, citizenship, and democratic stability. Gellner, for example, views civil society as the realm of liberty, the space in which individuals can form flexible, instrumental ad hoc associations around specific interests and can leave them whenever they want. In this way, “modular man” can have individualism without atomization.13 While this space is in theory open to all classes, it is also true that individuals in the middle class are most likely to conceive of themselves as autonomous; the lower classes encounter numerous challenges in accessing Gellner’s vision. Furthermore, for Geertz, “modular man” is not enough to create citizens. He notes that modern citizenship is tied up in the desire to be recognized as a responsible agent who matters and to participate in a civic politics that demands “progress, for a rising standard of living, more effective political order, [and] greater social justice.”14 Norms of citizenship also require values and responsibilities for individuals, including commitment to rule of law and social solidarity rooted in ideas of equality of citizens.15 Civil society, therefore, is central to, but not sufficient in, creating civic culture and civic competence tied to a sense of citizenship. Civic organizations may be in opposition to the state or have transactional relationships with the state in ways that turn them into customers, neither of which promotes feelings of community that incorporates the state and mutual accountability between individuals and the state.16 Furthermore, communities rooted in primordial identities may feel left out of the state, believing that they are not equally valued for who they are. These primordial identities and civic sentiment can conflict, and they often do in Lebanon. Civil society has to tie them together in order to ensure the creation of citizens and an effective state. 

			Instead of being the bedrock of liberal democracy, the middle class and civil society can be implicated in authoritarianism and nationalist mobilization as well. The middle class can fail in its role of supporting democracy when it is overly reliant on the state for employment and other economic resources, as is often the case in the Middle East17 and many post-Soviet states, and when it fears the power of the lower classes, which characterized much of Latin America in the 1960s and 1970s.18 In times of crisis or socio-economic dislocation, civil society mobilization can propel populist, exclusionist parties and leaders.19 In deeply divided societies, civil society often reflects and reinforces ethno-sectarian boundaries. According to Gellner, social organizations reflecting “segmented societies” do not represent civil society at all because they reproduce societal divisions and prevent modularity.20 For individuals growing up in dense identity-based networks, how to transform organizations that serve bonding functions into ones that serve bridging functions is an open question, especially as quotidian interactions across divides are not enough by themselves. Looking at post-war Bosnia-Herzegovina, Pickering examines neighborhoods, workplaces, and other inter-ethnic sites as possible places to build ties, although recognizing that these bonds broke at the outset of war in 1992.21 Somewhat more optimistically, Varshney looks at the role of business associations in forging durable ties.22 Unlike the weak ties of everyday encounters, building on mutually recognized inter-dependent economic interests may be a stronger form of bonding. 

			The above discussion helps shed light on Lebanon’s combination of democratic stability and democratic dysfunction. It has long been a beacon of higher education in the Arab World as well as prided itself on its focus on education at all levels. The country has also long had a relatively vibrant civil society that helps keep the country together, builds civic identity, and at times has forced change. However, the country is deeply divided between Maronite Christians, Sunnis, Shia, Druze, and other religious sects. Even parts of the legal system differ by sect. Personal status law (governing marriage, divorce, child custody, and inheritance, among others) is religious while all other types of law apply equally to all Lebanese (with some notable exceptions, e.g., Lebanese women cannot pass on their citizenship to their children if the father is not a Lebanese citizen). These divisions and practices partly reflect the deep networks that developed historically within these communities as well as the dynamics of the Civil War. However, the important life issues listed above, as well as the more mundane challenges of employment and education, are implicated in the consociational system, limiting the ability of citizens to interact with the state directly and equally. Like other post-conflict states, despite liberal association laws and media freedom, elites have framed civil society activities aimed at increasing government accountability as threatening. These activities have been sidelined via bureaucratic means or railed against in public as being contrary to “national coexistence.”

			The Lebanese state can be viewed as a set of “weak” institutions vis-à-vis “strong” communal groups.23 While the roots of confessionalism date back over a century, the formal creation of an independent Lebanon in 1943 was the result of the unwritten “National Pact” mentioned earlier, which set that the President must be Maronite, the Prime Minister Sunni, and other positions would be reserved for the Shi’a and Druze as well as smaller minorities. Parliamentary seats were also allocated by sect. The changes following the Lebanese Civil War (1975-89) altered the formal power of groups, but the fundamental sectarianism of the state did not change; in fact, it was strengthened. The divisions of the National Pact were left intact, but powers were shifted from the President to the Prime Minister. Instead of Parliament being split 6:5 in favor of the Christians, it is now split evenly between Muslims and Christians. The sectarian seats are allocated by district (for example, one district may have 2 Maronite, 1 Greek Orthodox, and 1 Armenian Catholic seat, while another district will have 3 Druze, 2 Shi’a, 1 Sunni, and 1 Armenian Orthodox seat), and candidates are identified as running for a specific sectarian seat. Most sects, though, are not politically homogenous. While the Progressive Socialist Party has near hegemony over the Druze and the Future Movement receives the overwhelming vote of the Sunnis, Amal and Hizbullah compete for the Shi’a vote and the Maronites are divided among several factions. 

			Like the electocracies described by Dawisha,24 Lebanon is a low trust system that emphasizes representation over governance, and electoral competition is about relative power because the norm is that all major factions (that is both sects and political movements) are represented in the government. Currently, Lebanese politics is generally split between the March 8 and March 14 alliances, the names referring to a pro-Syrian demonstration on March 8, 2005 and an anti-Syrian demonstration on March 14, 2005. Broadly speaking, the Sunnis dominate March 14, the Shi’a March 8, the Christians are split between the two, and the Druze shift alliances. While the March 14 Alliance won the most seats in the 2009 elections with a minority of the votes (reflecting the oddities of the electoral system), the subsequent 30-member cabinet included 14 members named by March 14, 11 by March 8, and 5 independents by the President. Nothing can be done without bargaining, hence the system is primarily characterized by collusion among political elites.

			As in other consociational systems, confessionalism inhibits the emergence of significant secular politics as it enforces a norm that legitimate representation is about representing a sect.25 In such systems, effective MPs are deeply tied into identity networks, help ensure funding to communal organizations, and work against potential encroachments on sect autonomy. While Lebanon has been able to conduct numerous elections, rarely have non-sect based social movements been able to affect electoral platforms, never mind actually participate in the elections as individual candidates or a list of candidates. Rather, traditional elites have largely vied with each other for the spoils the election would bring (in particular, parliamentary elections traditionally bring the ability to divide up the ministries for patronage and other corrupt purposes), or competed with other sect-based movements that seek to replicate the traditional elites. As political parties and affiliated organizations run schools, health care, and other social services, parliament divides significant state funding for these areas between all the parties.26 Because bridging across groups happens based on shared interests, elective bodies are arguably most important for how they link representative sectarian brokers to each other and serve as formal arenas for bargaining among sects. There are few brokers elsewhere linking different sects. As communal groups use state resources to fulfill their particular needs, they keep the state weak and unable to rise above narrow (and shifting) communal interests and represent the general interest of the Lebanese people. As a result, it is not surprising that democratically elected elites insist Lebanese must look to their sect leaders first for security, employment, education, etc., and not to the shell of a modern state. This is particularly true for the lower classes, who, because of their economic dependence on sectarian networks, are less willing to engage in public action in their identity as Lebanese citizens.27 Because short-term rationality demands voting by sect, citizens are both active participants in, and victims of, the system. And because public goods like electricity, water provision, garbage, and infrastructure are not distributed via sectarian elites, they are low priority. Provision of these goods was actually much better before the Civil War than today, reflecting the increasing sectarian stranglehold on the state,.  

			In situations like this, professional organizations rooted in an educated middle class can be important, as individuals want to maintain the social value of identities like “doctor,” “engineer,” “teacher,” and “accountant.” These professional identities cross communal groups: individuals in such groups have common personal interests as well as common collective interests in adherence to clear legal standards, and provide technocratic perspectives on many issues. In Lebanon, professional syndicates are numerous, and, given the chronically weak enforcement mechanisms of the state, professional syndicates have often taken it upon themselves to regulate their sectors to ensure compliance with international professional standards as well as to retain/gain customers and clients.28 At times syndicate elections themselves have been an important means to force the political elite to pay attention to specific issues. Still, too often syndicate elections are yet another way for the political elite to demonstrate their power through cooptation based on sect identity via playing up inter-sect rivalries and a perspective of politics that is zero-sum based. Still, professional syndicates do play an important bridging function in society, particularly where the profession has prominence in society and sect diversity among its membership.

			Particularly among the urban middle class, Lebanon also has a pretty vibrant civil society in the ways that Putnam stresses. It can be quirky, artistic, and fun. There are LGTBQ organizations and media to a degree unusual for the Arab world. However, much of it is disengaged from politics. At times it can feel like G.M. Tamas’ critique of East European dissidents who focused on a creating a “parallel polis.” In both Eastern Europe and Lebanon, the immobility of the regime bred ideas that getting involved in politics was inherently dirty, that what was needed was freedom in a world that is “authentic,” and that it was best to convince oneself that the state was “like a washing machine, in an abandoned back room, while the real things would happen in the salon and bedroom.”29 However, there are limits to what can happen in the private sphere and the space left by the state. Instead of ignoring the dysfunctional state, what is needed are new kinds of engagement with the state. In Lebanon, though, as soon as civil society gets remotely political—that is, interested in pushing the state to act in the public sphere—the elites pull the “sect” card and most civil society groups end up breaking along sect lines or ceasing to have power at all. This is a far cry from the open attacks on civil society in Russia,30 but dispiriting and effective nonetheless. 

			There continue to be very real impediments to the average non-sectarian citizen’s entrance into politics in general, and arcane backroom deals in particular, whether it be formal rules (e.g., parliamentary seat allocation by sect), informal institutional understandings (e.g., the National Pact), or the ability of sectarian parties and organizations to repress non-sectarian competitors. Given the small size of the country and its traditional culture, “upstarts” have more often found emigration preferable to continuing to try to push the limits of the sect-based consociational system. While the economic system is much more liberal, it too is based on monopolistic practices whose benefits go to a limited number of “important” (i.e., wealthy) families and the costs are paid by the larger society in higher prices. The class dynamics in Lebanon, where the lower and upper classes are very dependent on the sectarian status quo (the lower for services, the upper for privileged economic treatment) and the middle class can largely opt out, are an important and yet underappreciated aspect of Lebanese society. Still, the confessional system may finally be starting to crack under its own weight. 

			Yes, It Stinks: Mobilizing Over Garbage 

			Lebanese have long lauded their ability to enjoy life even in the midst of a volatile region and domestic political instability, and they have often learned how to address the challenges stemming from a corrupt political system and an often ineffective state. It is, after all, a state that has not been able to provide water and electricity on a consistent basis since the start of the civil war in 1975 nor keep the population safe from repeated Israeli incursions nor deal effectively with the influx of between 1.5 and 2 million Syrians, many of whom are refugees.31 All Lebanese must either make do with inadequate state provision or pay for improved access (e.g., a monthly subscription to a neighborhood electricity generator). Civil society organizations and family networks fill some of the gap. Private enterprise flourishes in this grey area in ways that makes Lebanon livable for most—but at a cost of time and money, and often leaving little of either for engaging in the creation of an improved civil life. As the 2005 “Cedar Revolution” and the garbage crisis of 2015 and the ensuing civil mobilization made clear, there are limits to Lebanese acquiescence to this status quo. While Lebanon was created largely out of elite mobilization, the founders also sought to construct a country on the basis of shared geographical history and a shared history of liberal public space overseen by religiously-defined, traditional family elites.32 It was this liberalism that has allowed Lebanon to continue functioning as a democracy while in many ways only meeting the most minimal requirements for this specific political system.

			The 2005 Cedar Revolution against the long-term Syrian occupation signaled a fundamental shift in how civil society, elections, and democracy interact in Lebanon. Syrian forces entered Lebanon during the civil war, and their presence had been enshrined in the agreements ending the civil war in 1989. The Cedar Revolution was precipitated by the assassination of former prime minister and longtime Sunni leader Rafiq Hariri, and the protests and counter-protests culminated in the Syrian Army’s withdrawal by summer 2005. It was a victory for the idea of non-violent protests and the mobilization of civil society as both legitimate and effective forms of political engagement. While it created the necessary space for domestic political contestation primarily centered on the orientation of Lebanese politics (to the West, represented by March 14, or to the Axis of Resistance, [i.e., Iran and Syria, and later Russia], represented by March 8th), it was also the start of a still-ongoing period of political brinkmanship in which only the degree of chaos varies as institutions and processes are undercut by members of the political elite jockeying for relative power. So while the formal Syrian presence ended in 2005, the debate over the political orientation of Lebanon and the nature of political contestation has continued. 

			While the Cedar Revolution had as its focus reclaiming Lebanon for a Lebanese political community, the protests and counter-protests each had distinct sectarian and party followings. The 2015 YouStink movement was very different, as individuals came out into the streets as citizens that demanded rights and respect as citizens. The movement was born out of the (still ongoing) garbage crisis starting in summer 2015. After almost 20 years of a highly lucrative and secret contract to gather and dispose of the waste from Beirut and the surrounding region, the international company Sukleen announced that Naameh, the dump where all the garbage had gone even long after the site had reached maximum capacity, could no longer take any more garbage. In the midst of postponed parliamentary elections – and thus with an illegitimate parliament, and no president for over a year – the political class ignored the news as garbage began to smother the hot streets of much of the country. As the state’s failure to deal with garbage disposal became harder to ignore, the political class did what it often does: argued and debated and then did nothing. Finally, after a few weeks, civil society became enraged and daily protests started. The YouStink movement was an umbrella for a wide variety of groupings brought together in outrage at the failure of the Lebanese state to take care of such a basic service as picking up trash, as well as the extensive corruption that had led to such a debacle. A series of small but increasing protests started with the cessation of trash pick-up and eventually led to clashes with police. The protests reached their height in late August with 10,000-20,000 out in the streets. Unfortunately, the movement – though it galvanized civil society for a few months – was unable to effectively reach any of its key goals, including addressing the trash crisis in a sustainable way.

			Unlike the sectarian and partisan Cedar Revolution, the YouStink movement was a civil society reaction to the garbage crisis that exploded in July 2015, a crisis that was perceived by many Lebanese as being the final straw in a long list of government failures. Noting the national parliament had already illegally postponed elections twice, the protests were clearly about more than the trash crisis. The stink and the threat of disease during the hot Lebanese summer brought out Lebanese to protest the continuing lack of accountability of the political elite (one slogan was “Badna nhasseb” [“We want accountability”]) and the state that it had sought to starve of power and resources since its birth. Indeed, while the protestors chanted (and visually displayed) many comical slogans and imaginative chants, most of which linked political figures to the crisis, they also chanted “Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam” (meaning “The people want to topple the regime”), a phrase made popular during the Arab Spring uprisings. They had simply had enough.

			The movement was particularly notable – and threatening to the political elite – in that it was cross-sectarian and led by the youth, who used social media extensively to organize the protests and to get out their message domestically and internationally. For over a month, protests occurred almost daily and there was a sense that change was possible. Politicians made important speeches about corruption, some action was taken against some high profile abuses (such as politicians never paying electricity bills), and new plans and responsibilities for handling waste were devised.33 Still, while the protests and other methods used by YouStink and associated civil society actors immobilized Lebanon in August and September, they had largely fallen apart by October, leaving the problem of the trash still unsolved and the vast majority of Lebanese feeling increasingly without any power to affect the politics of their country. Indeed, the political elite finally agreed to largely return to the immediate trash crisis option of incineration and landfill that had been soundly rejected by Lebanese civil society and environmental specialists. Many felt the political elites had won yet again.

			The sense of failure over YouStink reveals several important aspects about civil society and citizenship in Lebanon as well as the limits of what can be accomplished in the absence of elections. For one, there was not a shared narrative among organizers about the goals of the demonstrations. Some felt they had to notch a strategic win on garbage to set a precedent for accountability. The idea was that once the state reached an acceptable solution on the garbage, the precedent would create an incentive for better services and civil society organizations would be ready to mobilize over future issues concerning quality of life and/or adequate state services. Others believed the garbage was the latest manifestation of a system that had failed, would continue to fail, and needed to be overhauled, an overhaul that would naturally include a new electoral law and new elections. These different approaches as well as personality and ego clashes led to considerable infighting, limiting the sustainability and ultimate effectiveness of the protest. The protests also illustrated the very real class divides. The middle-class protesters filled Martyrs’ Square, an historic place for mobilization, while the lower-class protesters gathered in front of the United Nations (UN) House several blocks away. A political sociologist who traveled between the two reported to the authors that she was viewed suspiciously and steered towards Martyrs’ Square while standing at the UN House and she witnessed surprisingly hostile reactions to the poor who arrived in Martyrs’ Square. The class-based division indicates tensions over who even has a legitimate right to protest as citizen. And issues of sectarianism and corruption were never far away. After government responsibilities were shuffled and a PSP member ended up with greater responsibility for the garbage crisis, there was reportedly a noticeable drop-off in the number of Druze on the street. Finally, the potential solution of exporting the garbage disappeared when evidence emerged of corrupt contracting. Overall, political elites used their resources to delegitimize the protests, most often by framing them as externally instigated and planned. 

			By early summer 2016, the same inability to deal with the garbage again threatens to leave garbage rotting in the streets of the capital and the surrounding region. The sense of having failed yet again in trying to improve the political system in Lebanon seemed to leave many feeling hopeless. Yet, the garbage crisis also awakened in some citizens a sense that they would have to engage with the system – as it is and not how they would want it to be – in order to have any hope of improvement in the quality of life. It was from some of these re-invigorated civil society actors that Beirut Madinati (Beirut is my city) was born. 

			Elections: The New or When Everything Old is New Again?

			While elections cannot create or sustain liberal democracy on their own, they are a critical component of liberal democracy, as they are moments to renew legitimacy and can create possibilities for constructive and peaceful change in otherwise dysfunctional systems. In the case of Lebanon, having just recently experienced what could be described as the farthest extent civil society could go in trying to push change on the political class short of revolution, what could Lebanese do next, given worsening living standards and continuing threats of the Syrian conflict seeping into the country or the political class deciding to incite sectarian conflict in pursuit of their own ends? Since revolution was not deemed to be possible (that is, the people just would not come out into the streets the way that had happened in Cairo and Tunis), perhaps a new tack was needed: taking civil society groups, goals, and strategies and working through the current highly flawed political system by contesting the previously low-stakes municipal government. This would not change the immobility at the national level or the dominant role of the religious leadership via the religious-based personal law, but it might be able to affect the daily lives of people who lived in the capital. 

			Of interest here is the conundrum of whether a polity needs citizens in order to have democratic elections or whether elections themselves are what helps citizens to develop. It would seem that democratic elections can help citizens to emerge through the act of participating in choosing their leaders, as well as making choices about policy orientations. However, the absence of “actual” citizens can be a limiting factor for the practice of elections and preclude true participation in what is widely believed to be a key element of democracy: voting. Thus, an interesting factor of the recent Beirut Madinati campaign was that it rooted itself not only in the (Lebanese) citizenship of the candidates but in their “citizenship” of the city of Beirut. In other words, the Beirut Madinati list emphasized their “belonging to and obligations toward” Beirut as well as their responsibilities of stewardship for the city. The core of their program was on making Beirut a more livable city with more parks and public transportation, respect of the city’s natural and historic character, and attention to local entrepreneurship and affordable housing.34 Instead of promising benefits to specific groups, which reinforces the idea of voter as consumer as well as the boundaries of communal groups, Beruit Medinati held meetings on street corners, vacant lots, and other vacant spaces to discuss traffic, living conditions, pollution, etc. in order to find out what individuals wanted and to give neighbors an opportunity to share their concerns and desires among themselves. In this way, they used public space as a space for participatory engagement. Finally, to highlight how they were and would continue to be different than the unaccountable municipal council that had largely run the city to benefit private developers and wealthy tourists, the candidates emphasized that they would follow the rule of law.

			In an unusual move, all of the major sectarian parties in Lebanon decided to form a joint “the Beirutis” list to win against the threat posed by Beirut Madinati. While these same groups can be intense competitors and refuse to strike a compromise to elect a president, they can come together to prevent secular grassroots activists from winning seats. 

			The technocrats, artists, academics, and activists that made up Beirut Madinati’s candidate list faced other challenges as well. They knew that they were starting their campaign not only limited by the absence of groups like them having participated in prior elections but also by the electorate’s overwhelming apathy and lack of feelings of political efficacy. Added to this, Lebanon relies not on residency to determine where people vote (meaning here, in which district and for which candidates) but on where one’s family is registered—for the overwhelming majority of people, this is where their grandfather or great-grandfather was from (when a Lebanese woman marries, her place of registration moves from that of her father to that of her husband). And over the past decades there have been high emigration rates. There are large numbers on the voter rolls in Beirut who live far away, while many long-time residents of Beirut are not on the voter rolls. This makes building a relationship between local feelings of citizenship and voting difficult. 

			Ultimately Beirut Madinati did not win, garnering 40 percent of the vote. In this election, it could not overcome the deeper sectarian networks, the fears of individuals of acting outside sect, and the difficulties of the electoral system. However, they were able to activate the dynamic between citizenship and voting to a degree previously thought highly unlikely in the Lebanese system.35 And by acting as if citizenship really mattered, they pushed the corrupt and ineffective political elites to at least mouth the slogans and present some plans to a formerly quiescent electorate and demonstrated that civil society can mobilize to affect change by using available institutions—in this case, elections—to contest political elite rule. By posing a serious challenge, they also made clear to Lebanese and especially to the political elite that a significant segment of society will no longer allow unaccountable and corrupt rule of their country.36 Until the next election, Beirut Madinati and others will seek to hold the elected Municipal Council accountable and make public what Lebanese political elites have long been able to keep hidden: how local and national level governance takes place day-to-day. 

			None of this should imply that Lebanon does not desperately need new electoral laws that better balance individual and group representation and give society more power to hold elected elites accountable. The parliamentary elections that have been twice postponed since 2013 are now due by spring 2017, and based on the “successes” of Beirut Madinati, civil society will be more active in trying to ensure these elections to be finally held. Of course, also because of the relative success of Beirut Madinati, the current political elites may feel that they have to actually work to keep their power through legal and extra-legal means (e.g., “creating” a security threat that necessitates another postponement of parliamentary elections). And almost all parties, including Beirut Madinati, want new electoral laws, although no one can agree on a new electoral system. The only nation-wide elections that have taken place since the Syrian occupation ended were in 2009, and they took place under what is widely felt to be a “bad” law: the 1960 electoral law that breaks the country down into medium-sized, multi-member districts (26 qada of various sizes) in which the winner takes all. Since then, the parliament has been mired in discussion of what electoral rules should replace the current ones. Reflecting pure political calculus, the political parties have been lining up behind the proposed law(s) that they think they would maximize their seats. Currently this means that most of the Christian parties and dominant Shi’a parties, Amal and Hizbullah, advocate some sort of proportional representation while the Sunni Future Movement, the leading Druze party (the Progressive Socialist Party), and some small Christian parties hope to retain the first-past-the-post system with various thoughts on district size in order to capitalize on concentrated support for the traditional elites in their respective regions across the country.

			Even if a new electoral law is passed, however, without significant development of feelings of citizenship in all of its meanings, how much change can be expected in the outcome of the next election—that is, how many MPs are going to be the same men (they are almost always men – Lebanon has one of the lowest levels of female political leadership in the world), or their sons or grandsons? And if the same individuals are elected—despite changes in the electoral system—can we expect them to act any differently? Since Duverger’s pioneering work, political scientists the world over have sought to explain how electoral systems shape political party systems.37 Indeed, until fairly recently, research tended to lean heavily toward electoral systems being a cause of political outcomes rather than vice-versa. However, as the Lebanese case and a number of postcommunist cases can attest, the causal arrows seem to go in more than one direction.38 At the same time, one has to ask about the pressure to make liberal democracy more of a reality in Lebanon despite what election- or other institutional-related changes will or will not take place in the country. Beirut Madinati was very careful to keep itself inside of the current electoral rules but they could have acted differently – more like the outside-the-system YouStink movement, say. In other worlds, does civil society have to become more like Beirut Madinati and engage on the current system’s terms or more like the anti-system YouStink and seek to overthrow the whole corrupt thing?

			Conclusion

			As Dawisha correctly points out, elections alone do not a democracy make, and merely holding the long-delayed parliamentary elections in Lebanon will not resolve its deep-seated problems. Instead, elections most likely will give a temporary new stamp of legitimacy to the long-standing status quo of a corrupt, collusive, confessional system. Many non-sectarian civil society activists argue that the creation of Lebanese citizens requires first a change in the electoral laws to open up the parliament to non-sectarian parties. At the same time, only a powerful, non-sectarian civil society can force this change; the present elites obviously benefit from the current system. This is remarkably similar to the deadlock over constitutional reform in Bosnia and Herzegovina.39 The recent experiences of YouStink and Beirut Madinati raise the questions of whether Lebanon is stuck where it is and will only change when some unexpected spark ignites a massive upheaval or whether it is on the verge of an iterative process in which civil society moves forward, which creates modest state and electoral reform, which allows civil society to move forward, etc. (i.e., a somewhat virtuous cycle in that neither civil society nor the state can go very far without the other). 

			In thinking about the future of citizenship in Lebanon, it is helpful to turn to Dawisha’s Putin’s Kleptocracy. The book starts with the assertion that Russian elites did not fail to build democracy, but that they never intended to. Instead, the regime that gained power in 1999 maintained the trappings of democracy while at the same time it sought to undermine, mock, and mimic democracy as they advanced their own interests. It is a game that seeks to prevent democratic mobilization by assuring the population it already exists while at the same time disempowering citizens.40 While not wanting to overdraw the parallels, the description does have a striking parallel to current Lebanon. The confessional system was never really about elections, but the preservation of the power of sectarian elites. This became even stronger after the Civil War, a period in which political groups gained militias and developed strong social service networks, replacing the state and leading collective decisions to not rebuild the hollowed-out state. From this perspective, there are no incentives for the elite to seriously engage with civil society. This was made strikingly clear when the March 8 and March 14 parties cravenly came together in the Beirut elections to defeat Beirut Madinati.

			However, civil society organizations and potential “citizens” have more opportunities than their Russian counterparts, as civil society is more independent and the Lebanese elite is more divided. Despite its problems and lack of resolution, civil society organizations learned from their experiences with the YouStink campaign. The value of clear, concrete goals and collective, respectful leadership may be easier to accept in theory than in practice, but it is clear that quality of life issues can be a powerful starting point for demanding accountability. In the postcommunist literature cities and local communities may therefore be underappreciated sites for renewing civic engagement and social solidarity. Lebanese activists also clearly understood that real change necessitated participating in elections in order to really get inside the state. It is too early to tell whether the strong showing by Beirut Madinati will encourage sectarian politicians to provide better services and improve governance overall or whether the win by the Beirutis List will reinforce their own sense of untouchability. It is also an open question whether this will galvanize competition for the parliamentary elections not just on a March 8—March 14 axis but also on a sectarian—non-sectarian axis. Still, in order for the non-sectarian civil society organizations and parties to win seats, it must build a coalition between the middle class and a risk-adverse lower class that presently believes that, whatever overall gains for the country could be achieved, their families would suffer economically if the power of sectarian brokers were broken. 

			YouStink and Beirut Madinati will certainly result in increased feelings of individual citizenship (local and national) in Lebanon, and with it there will be increased efforts to ensure accountability of the state. How to keep citizens engaged, feeling valued by the state and like they have agency that matters, is not just a problem in Lebanon, but across post-communist Europe despite their decades of elections. The fact that populism, corruption, and mass discontent continue to be prominent factors in postcommunist European elections at this point may illustrate the full convergence of East and West, but it reinforces Dawisha’s question as to whether elections are oversold as the primary means of building democratic citizens. Still, the Lebanese case reminds us that democratic elections help provide space not only for leadership competition but also for the competition of ideas to address societal problems and the future development of the polity. But as is true in several postcommunist cases as well as Lebanon, carefully managed elections can also provide elites with a safety valve to protect themselves from wholesale change. At this moment, the Lebanese seem willing to allow the current political elite to retain much of their privileges. If poor governance and weak economic performance continue, this may change dramatically. 
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