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			In Russian politics Boris Nemtsov is definitely one of the most tragic figures, and not only because he was shot dead at the age of 56 in close vicinity to the Kremlin, the locus of Russia’s power. The “transparency of evil” in this specific case was shocking: Nemtsov’s murder was filmed by a surveillance camera, which confirms the explicitly demonstrative and insolent character of the assassination.

			This political tragedy has other dimensions too. Nemtsov was one of the few Russian politicians who - having behind him a decade-long history of public service in the 1990s - intentionally refused to integrate with the ruling elite, as many of his formerly liberal colleagues did. Among them are Sergey Kirienko (currently the head of the Rosatom state corporation), Anatoly Chubais (the head of Rosnano), Nikita Belykh (the governor of Kirov Oblast), Irina Khakamada (a business coach and author), among others. Each of them has chosen to be part of the regime, presuming that their service can civilize and ennoble it. Unfortunately, even Nemtsov’s death failed to become a consolidating factor for those who constituted the first generation of democratic leaders in post-Soviet Russia. Their hopes for improving the regime largely failed. Yet so did Nemtsov’s campaigning against Kremlin-sponsored corruption and nepotism: most of his compatriots ultimately turned a blind eye to the well-recorded wrongdoings of the Kremlin only because it managed to annex Crimea, support insurgents in eastern Ukraine and intervene in Syria.   	 

			No less tragic was the likely origin of the deadly plot against Nemtsov - its roots are being traced in Chechnya where Russia waged two devastating wars that Nemtsov tried to stop. In 1996 he campaigned for the end of hostilities and managed to collect one million signatures for that. His contribution to the anti-war movement was essential, which makes the probable Chechen ties to his murder even more tragic.   

			Nemtsov’s death illuminated the political core of the current regime that tolerates, if not incites, extra-legal actions against those it arbitrarily considers to be “foes,” “traitors,” or members of the “fifth column.”1 Yet this is a tragedy of the whole country, where clandestine groups can physically punish dissenters, castigate opponents and lynch “enemies.”2	

			This issue of Demokratizatsiya is unusual not only because it is meant to commemorate Boris Nemtsov one year after his murder. In addition to publishing academic papers, it also includes personal notes and reflections as well. We incorporated them intentionally in this issue since we thought it would be pointless to speak about Nemtsov only in scholarly terms. In the meantime, we tried to avoid politically biased appraisals of Nemtsov’s life and career. We wanted to present to the readers a palette of diverse assessments of Nemtsov’s personality by people for whom he was one of the leading figures in their research on Russia’s post-Soviet transformation. We also gave space to those who had personal experiences of either living or travelling to Nizhny Novgorod under his governorship. The plurality of opinions collected in this issue matches the diversity and multiplicity of Nemtsov’s political legacy that will always be duly remembered – so far with sorrow and mourning, but – eventually – with hope for the future as well.     

			

			
				
					1 Andrey Makarychev. “Commemorating Boris Nemtsov.” The University of Tartu blog, March 3, 2015, available at http://blog.ut.ee/commemorating-boris-nemtsov/

				

				
					2 Aleksandr Baunov. “Ubiystvo Nemtsova: nevidimye proskriptsii i degradatsii rossiiskogo avtoritarizma,” Moscow Carnegie Center, 28 February 2015, available at http://carnegie.ru/2015/02/28/убийство-немцова-невидимые-проскрипции-и-деградация-российского-авторитаризма/i33b
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			Abstract: This article examines Boris Nemtsov’s political activities and ideas in connection with the disintegration of Communism, the rise and fall of the Democratic Movement and the rise of Putinism. Nemtsov’s political career started in Nizhny Novgorod, where his reputation as a successful liberal reformer was firmly established. In 1997 President Boris Yeltsin appointed him first deputy prime minister. The financial crisis of 1998 destroyed his reputation as a successful young reformer. Subsequently, Nemtsov started defending a liberal and democratic agenda against the authoritarian Putin regime and crony capitalism, but the urban voters considered him to be a man of the past and failed to support his initiatives. The political parties he founded after 2000 all campaigned unsuccessfully in Russia’s controlled elections.

			Boris Nemtsov’s political career stretched from the early 1990s until his death in 2015. Among Russian liberals, Nemtsov was the most outspoken protagonist of market reforms. In his region Nizhny Novgorod he immediately launched a comprehensive program of privatizations for which he obtained foreign technical and financial aid to combat industrial decline and poverty. When visiting Nizhny Novgorod, President Boris Yeltsin and several Western politicians were enticed by Nemtsov’s dynamism and successful economic reforms. His informal behavior and boyish good looks contrasted sharply with the behaviour of the former Soviet bureaucrats. In addition, he also liked windsurfing and playing tennis, not hunting or fishing, which were the preferred hobbies of the former nomenklatura. However, the Western journalists would soon discover another side of his personality. Nemtsov was also “loud, brash, boastful, vain and a tireless womanizer.”1

			His reputation as a handsome politician and intelligent administrator was nonetheless growing. Yeltsin, who now needed a crown prince to help him shore up his presidential power and to speed up stagnating economic reforms, appointed Nemtsov and Anatoly Chubais as first deputy prime ministers in March 1997. In the West, these appointments were hailed as a victory for the anti-corruption “young reformers” promising Russia a Western form of capitalism and democracy. 

			Nemtsov immediately launched several reforms in order to combat Russia’s “cowboy capitalism” in which corrupt bureaucrats and criminal gangs seemed to rule unchecked. From this time on, government tenders had to be open and transparent. Russia’s natural monopolies had to be broken up and fair, free-market competition had to be introduced. Taxes were to be collected in time. Hence, Nemtsov’s auction of the telecommunication firm Svyazinvest, which went to George Soros and Oneximbank, was presented as the cleanest state sale ever held. But it nonetheless became a subject of debate when it was discovered that Oneximbank had distributed bribes to several “young reformers,” including Chubais. Though Yeltsin kept Nemtsov and Chubais in government, Nemtsov’s reputation had suffered a severe blow: he had lost his political innocence. 

			In August 1998 the devastating financial crisis swept the “young reformers” away. Divided and out of power, these liberals passively witnessed the nascence of Vladimir Putin’s state-controlled capitalism and authoritarian rule. In the beginning, Nemtsov’s opposition to Putin’s rise to power was rather flimsy. Because of the latter’s support for a free-market economy, the liberals in the State Duma thought they would be back soon. But in 2003 the liberals lost their seats in the State Duma. Then Nemtsov tried to reorganise the divided opposition around himself, but without any tangible result. From then on Nemtsov’s driving goal was his relentless opposition to Putin’s adventurous foreign policy and authoritarian rule. 

			Democracy in One Region

			In Nizhny Novgorod, where democratic grass-roots movements were mushrooming in 1986 after Mikhail Gorbachev called for reforms, young activists started contesting authoritarian rule. Among these activists was a young physicist named Boris Nemtsov. Like many of his fellow activists, Nemtsov was born into a family of intellectuals. Together with his mother, a pediatrician, he had successfully campaigned against the building of a nuclear power plant in Nizhny Novgorod. This initial success inspired him to join the local democratic movement. Like most of the yound democrats, Nemtsov was a member of the local Komsomol. As a defender of free speech and property rights, he tried to compete in the 1989 elections for the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies, but the selection commission did not endorse his candidacy. Then, in 1990, he easily won a seat in the RSFSR Supreme Soviet, where he joined Yeltsin’s faction. Democratic Russia (DemRossiya) captured some 40 percent of the seats. In its wake, a multitude of political parties had already appeared.2 The democratic movement was ideologically diverse and loosely organized. The liberals were “realists” and oriented to electoral participation, while the radicals were “romantics” and sometimes in favor of the use of revolutionary means. Socialists and “reform communists” organized their own parties as well.

			In the local and regional elections of 4 March 1990, democratic groups obtained significant victories. In Moscow they took 52 out of 64 seats, and 28 out of 44 seats in Leningrad.3 But in Nizhny Novgorod they only took 52 of the 280 mandates in the Oblast Soviet (the regional legislature). After the failed coup of August 1991, the Democrats immediately replaced the Communists in the executive committee (ispolkom) of the Oblast Soviet and President Yeltsin nominated Nemtsov as his “representative” (later called “governor”) in Nizhny Novgorod Oblast. The conservatives, who still dominated the Oblast Soviet, refused to approve Nemtsov’s appointment. Nemtsov ultimately reached an informal deal with Oblast Soviet Chairman Yevgeny Krestyaninov on sharing power with the former Communist Ivan Sklyarov as his first deputy. Making informal deals with local Communists was in line with Yeltsin’s tactical behaviour vis-à-vis Communists. For example, Yeltsin’s vice-president was war hero Alexander Rutskoi of the Democratic Party of Communists of Russia (DPKR).4

			Sharing power with the former Communist bosses did not tarnish Nemtsov’s democratic image since he acted in a deliberate manner to appoint his own men to strategic positions. In 1990 Nemtsov appointed as his personal advisor Alexey Likhachev, who, like Nemtsov, was a graduate from the Radio Physics department at the local university and had just been elected to the Nizhny Novgorod city council even as he led the local industrial insurance company Aval.5 Nemtsov also tried to control local city politics by appointing Dmitri Bednyakov – a teacher at the local police academy – to the post of mayor of Nizhny Novgorod. By cooptation he enrolled former members of the nomenklatura and businessmen in his team.6 Foreign experts from international organizations and NGOs drafting guidelines for administrative reforms were recruited.7 

			Like most populist leaders, Nemtsov frequently organized informal face-to-face meetings with entrepreneurs and ordinary citizens. He neutralized the powerful directors of the large enterprises by arranging tax deals and giving them access to the administration’s decision-making process. His old friend Andrey Klimentyev managed the Council of Entrepreneurs. As local residents knew, Klimentyev had been convicted of petty crimes (card sharping and selling pornography, including the movie Emmanuelle). In June 1992 Nemtsov proposed the founding of an Oblast Coordinating Council in which the chairman of the Oblast Soviet, the chairmen of the different city Soviets and the heads of the Oblast and city administrations would be represented. Although this new administrative body would not take into consideration the opinions of the democratically elected assemblies, Nemtsov’s initiative met no serious political opposition.

			The 1994 election results for the new Oblast Legislative Assembly nonetheless confirmed Nemtsov’s growing popularity. About a half of the Oblast legislators were now employed as his executive officials. His political star was rising within the national firmament as well. In December 1993 he formed a tandem with Kresyaninov when running in the region’s two-mandate district for the Federation Council elections. In order to stress his political importance, he recruited liberal icons like Yegor Gaidar and Gregory Yavlinsky to support him in the media. Ultimately, Nemtsov won 66 percent and Klimentyev 57 percent of the popular vote. However, these excellent results were also due to puppet candidates Nemtsov had organized for the race. Elections to the State Duma took place the same day. In order to have “liberal” candidates elected, Nemtsov’s private foundation Vybor (Choice) ran candidates in five out of six single-mandate districts. The Nemtsov liberals won four seats.

			However, personal animosities, bureaucratic neuroses and growing mutual distrust undermined the early harmony in Nemtsov’s little kingdom. In 1994-95, several political incidents tarnished Nemtsov’s reputation as a democrat who opposed any form of political manipulation. These incidents revealed that Nemtsov’s democratic reforms were suffering from the interference of interest groups, ambitious bureaucrats, and business people. During the mayoral elections of 1994, incumbent mayor Bednyakov, who had been appointed to the post by Nemtsove, aspired to win the popular vote. Nemtsov, fearing the rise of a legitimate and autonomous mayor in his city, pressed Krestyaninov to run for mayor as well. On election eve, however, Krestyaninov suddenly withdrew. Since there was no other candidate registered to run against Bednyakov, the election had to be cancelled. Two days later, on Nemtsov’s initiative, Mayor Bednyakov was dismissed by Yeltsin and replaced by Sklyarov. Krestyaninov received Nemtsov’s former post as Yeltsin’s representative in the Oblast.8 

			The Nemtsov-Klimentyev alliance would not last for long. In the beginning of 1995, a conflict arose between the two men about an alleged misuse of credits earmarked for a local ship-building factory. The conflict acquired a political dimension when Klimentyev announced that he would run for the post of governor in the coming elections that year. To prevent that eventuality, a criminal case was opened against him. Klimentyev was arrested, preventing him from running for governor.9 Subsequently, Nemtsov won the gubernatorial election of December 1995 with 58.4 percent of the popular vote against the leftist candidate Vyacheslav Rasteryaev who scored only 26.2 percent. During the simultaneously held mayoral elections, Bednyakov lost to Sklyarov, who won 64 percent of the vote. 

			Presidential Candidate

			As Nemtsov’s concern about political developments in Russia grew, he became directly involved with the war in Chechnya. In early 1996 he had a serious clash with Yeltsin when he presented him with a million signatures on a petition protesting the on-going war in the republic. This conflict had no serious consequences for Nemtsov’s relations with Yeltsin. During his 1996 re-election campaign, Yeltsin asked Nemtsov for help. In Chechnya Yeltsin signed a peace accord with the rebels. Nemtsov, who had accompanied Yeltsin, was suddenly confronted with the latter’s outspoken populist leanings: Yeltsin ordered him to deliver some GAZelle trucks and Volga cars, which were manufactured in Nemtsov’s region, to the poor Chechen farmers living in misery.10

			Nemtsov’s closeness to Yeltsin must have awaken the ambition of playing a role in national politics. It was no longer a secret that Yeltsin’s health was bad and that the question of his succession was dividing the ruling elites. Possible candidates to succeed Yeltsin had good reason to present themselves to the public by influencing the media, which where largely controlled by a small number of tycoons. Hence, having the support of these tycoons and their influential friends in and around the Kremlin would be of crucial importance for any candidate.

			In January 1997, Nemtsov sought a national audience by publishing a booklet in which he revealed some aspects of his rebellious youth and his views on several political leaders.11 This booklet, published in Moscow, explicitly sought to inform the Russian media and the political and economic elites about the ambitions of a provincial politician. The public discovered that Nemtsov had moved with his divorced mother from Sochi to Nizhny Novgorod. Having once upon a time run away from home, he had survived for a while by doing odd jobs and sleeping in a basement. He nonetheless obtained a degree in radio-physics with first class honors. As a student, Nemtsov greatly admired famous dissidents like Andrey Sakharov and Mstislav Rostropovich. But this “golden boy” also liked playing tennis and practising windsurfing. He appreciated Yeltsin as a man “who could be reckless, careless and often brave, but also sleep like a bear.” Nemtsov claimed that “In contrast to the Russian tsars, Yeltsin is a ‘good’ Russian tsar. [...] Of course, his physique plays a role: such an enormous guy from the Urals. […] He is the tsar, he feels deeply his responsibility for what is happening.” Prime minister Chernomyrdin appeared to him as a “good man […] who thinks quickly enough,” but “not someone who is prepared to act as a prime minister during a crisis.” “Why? Not because he is lacking experience,” Nemtsov explained.12 Of course, comparing Yeltsin to a tsar born in an Ural village was not done, but Yeltsin liked it.13 

			Nemtsov’s book “created a small sensation with his open criticism of the Kremlin leaders.”14 Subsequently, the media described Nemtsov as a possible presidential candidate. These presidential ambitions would soon meet opposition from other candidates backed by political parties and interest groups. But Nemtsov opposed any effort to found a “political party” by referring to the evils of totalitarianism and the advantages of democracy. This libertarian stance was common to most former members of the democratic movement or informal groups, leaving them with neither a unified set of political perspectives, nor a single organisational apparatus.15

			Capitalism in One Region

			Nemtsov’s project consisted of building capitalism in one region by privatising state and city properties and inviting foreign investors to work together with local entrepreneurs. These ideas had been developed within the democratic movement and were common to all neoliberal economic reformers. According to the prevailing theory, market reforms would strengthen civil freedoms by creating a large middle class. Some economic reformers were also tempted by the Chilean or South Korean model of developing market capitalism under strong authoritarian guidance.16 Opting for economic shock therapy, Yeltsin appointed Yegor Gaidar as his acting prime minister and he set in train a series of market reforms. In March 1992, the Russian government announced its privatization program. The first stage in this transformation process consisted of a fast privatization of small and medium-sized businesses. In April 1992, a presidential decree announced that all citizens would receive vouchers they could use to bid for shares in privatizing enterprises. By the end of January 1993, about 144 million Russians obtained the 10,000 ruble vouchers that they also could sell or use for participating in an investment fund.

			Though the democratic movement had been much stronger in Moscow and Leningrad, Nizhny Novgorod was the pioneering region with regard to privatisations largely due to Nemtsov’s initiatives and his team. The first auctions of state property were launched on 4 April 1992 under supervision of Robert Gale of the International Finance Corporation (IFC), an a member of the World Bank Group. Local officials were assisted by experts from Czechoslovakia and Poland and lawyers from Sweden. The IFC compiled a “manual” showing what was necessary in order to privatize all small enterprises, but also to explore “the possibility of using Nizhny Novgorod as a model for privatising small-scale enterprises in other Russian cities.”17 Deputy Prime Minister Yegor Gaidar, Anatoly Chubais (chief of the Russian Privatisation Program), Deputy Minister Dimitri Vasilyev, IFC Vice President Wilfried Kaffenberger and national and international journalists attending the inauguration ceremony. It was a success. An IFC report published in September 1992 noted that about 75 percent of retail trade workers had been rehired by the new shop owners.18 Later that year, state trucks were auctioned. The drivers and other private citizens were able to use their 10,000-ruble vouchers to buy the trucks. The Moscow Times reported nonetheless that this time the procedure would be different: “The crux of the privatization plan for Nizhny Novgorod’s trucking industry […] will not occur on the auction block but behind the scenes. The first stage of the sell-off to directors, employees and the public is important to disentangle enterprises from the Transport Ministry and involves no real change […]. Only later will truckers be forced to sink or swim in the market.”19

			Despite these problems, privatization of small shops, restaurants and services was a big success. But privatizing large firms and industrial or agrarian conglomerates proved to be extremely complicated, creating opportunities for abuses.20 About 600 large firms producing heavy equipments, steel tubes, submarines, television sets, cars and MiG jets dominated the Nizhny Novgorod industrial landscape. In order to compete in the new conditions, many firms had to modernize their production lines, develop new products, and find (new) markets for them. These big firms had to be corporatized before selling at least 29 percent of their shares at voucher auctions. Only much later could they sell their remaining shares to large-scale investors. Weapons manufacturers, in particular, were in crisis. 

			The Sokol aircraft factories producing MiG fighters (Sokol Nizhny Novgorod) worked with heavy losses. In order to reduce its dependency on arms sales, Sokol even began producing cutlery. In order to save its core business, producing medium-sized airplanes for commercial use was the only solution. In 1996 the medium-sized Yakovlev Yak was developed, but production began only in 2009. Nemtsov also had to lobby in Moscow to gain support for the deeply unprofitable GAZ company,21 which then employed about 120,000 workers and produced, apart from the Volga car, heavy trucks, busses, engines and weaponry. During the privatization process, Nemtsov clashed with the directors who had tried to take control of a 50 percent stake in GAZ. After a court decision ruled in favour of the managers, Nemtsov made a deal with them.22 A light pick-up (Burlak) and a van (GAZelle) were developed for the Russian market. Western firms signed modernization agreements with the company, but, because of the abundance of better foreign cars, the Volga was priced at the bottom of the market. Following a desparate search for investors, the oligarch Oleg Deripaska acquired GAZ and transformed the motorcar division into a subcontractor assembling cars for Western clients.

			On 15 May 1992 Nemtsov founded the Nizhegorodsky Bankirsky Dom (NBD Bank) in order to support conversion programs, privatizations, local private businesses and social and economic development projects. The bank also opened an account for the Foundation for Arms Conversion Assistance, which the weapon makers had to fund by paying contributions.23 Though Nemtsov stimulated several new initiatives in services, R&D, electronics and IT by opening Nizhny Novgorod to foreign investors, his region remained a crisis-ridden industrial province dependent on subsidies from Moscow. Five years after the implosion of the USSR, social and economic indicators were still negative. About 40 percent of the population were pensioners. According to a report published by the Troika Dialog Bank in 1996, the local average living standard of US$1,211 per capita lagged behind the country’s average of US$1,797. The region’s population was constantly shrinking (from 3,714,322 people in 1989 to 3,524,028 in 2002 - and even to 3,310,597 in 2010). Though the Nizhny Novgorod Oblast could balance its budget, the region owed large sums to Gazprom – together with Moscow, St. Petersburg and Tatarstan.24 Accumulating arrears was, however, a tactic all Russian authorities and industrial firms were practising. In the meantime Gazprom had amassed a huge debt to the budget in unpaid taxes.

			Nizhny Novgorod belonged among the top ten regions (together with Moscow, St. Petersburg, Tyumen, Sverdlovsk, Samara, Tatarstan, Chelyabinsk, Irkutsk and Krasnoyarsk) because of its good investment climate.25 Not everybody was, however, convinced of Nemtsov’s extraordinary talents. Agricultural production had declined during his early tenure. Many start-up innovation projects were not fully realized. The effort to convert arms producers to civilian production was not successful. Cases of embezzlement and fraud soon came to light. For example, Nemtsov’s local business friend Boris Brevnov had taken over the Dzherzhinsky Balakhna Pulp and Paper Mill OAO – Russia’s largest paper mill – at the knockdown price of US$7 million, but after having stripped the firm of its assets, he sold his shares to the Moscow branch of CS First Boston Bank, led by tycoon Boris Jordan.26 

			In the mean time, Nemtsov started selling his “model city” to the media by attracting celebrities to his region. In March 1993, former president of the USSR Mikhail Gorbachev visited the city at the invitation of Nemtsov’s Vybor Foundation,27 as would Margaret Thatcher with her husband Dennis during the summer of that year.28 “I had heard back in London that the Governor of the [Nizhny Novgorod] province, Boris Nemtsov, was […] committed to a radical program of what some call Thatcherism, but what I had always regarded as common sense,” Thatcher recounted in her book Statecraft.29 British prime minister John Major, his French counterpart Alain Juppé and even Republican politician Newt Gingrich came and admired Nemtsov’s miracle. A scientific conference entitled “Nizhny Novgorod: History of Russian Success?” met at Columbia University in February 1994 where the region’s economic reforms were acclaimed by economists. 

			A Passage to Moscow

			Recovering from a multiple bypass surgery in December 1996, Yeltsin was confronted with increasing financial problems due to poor tax collections and Russia’s general economic decline. With a need to take dramatic action, in March 1997 he suddenly decided to reshuffle his government. In order to better control Prime Minister Chernomyrdin, Yeltsin appointed Chubais first deputy prime minister. The oligarchs, who had much contributed to Yeltsin’s 1996 re-election campaign, had pushed him back into the new government.30 Two days later, on 17 March 1997, Nemtsov, was added to the government, also with the rank of first deputy prime minister. These two “young reformers” promised to carry out a set of economic and institutional reforms that the former government under Chernomyrdin had failed to implement. 

			Nemtsov’s sudden departure as a governor caused increased political tensions in Nizhny Novgorod. Two serious candidates ran to succeed Nemtsov: Nizhny Novgorod Mayor Sklyarov and businessman Gennady Khodyrev. The latter was a former Communist boss, having received the backing of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation and nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Sklyarov, who was described “at best as a reluctant reformer”31 was supported by Nemtsov, Yeltsin, Chernomyrdin and Yavlinsky. In the run-off election, Sklyarov narrowly won with 52 percent of the popular vote,32 which indicated that Nemtsov’s neoliberal reformism had lost much of its initial popularity. Keeping Nizhny Novgorod under the influence of neoliberal reformism would soon become a hazardous enterprise. 

			The elections for the oblast’s Legislative Assembly in March 1998 were simultaneously organized with snap Nizhny Novgorod mayoral elections following Sklyarov’s election as governor. The dominant interest groups this time were unable to present a common mayoral candidate, which created a chaotic situation. Klimentyev, who was still awaiting trial on charges of having misused a US$2 million loan from the Ministry of Finance, suddenly emerged as a dangerous outsider candidate33 backed by nationalist Zhirinovsky. This time Klimentyev, whose campaign loudly defended the interests of pensioners and the unemployed, won the elections on 31 March 1998. Nemtsov called Klimentyev’s election a “serious mistake, first and foremost on the part of the Oblast authorities” and noted that the mistake “must be corrected by legal means.”34 Subsequently, the City Electoral Commission invalidated the results, citing irregularities that had occurred during the campaign. Klimentyev was arrested. Yuri Lebedev, who was then Yeltsin’s representative in Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, was forced to resign from his post after accusing the local authorities of attempting to falsify the election results. Dmitry Bednyakov, who was one of the losing candidates, said in an interview that the annulment of the election had “created a major political problem, and the jailing created a human rights problem.”35 In September-October 1998 new mayoral elections were held, this time without the still imprisoned Klimentyev. Lebedev, backed by local entrepreneurs, easily won the voting and immediately started a campaign to unseat Governor Sklyarov.36 

			The Klimentyev affair, which blemished Nemtsov’s “highly touted bastion of reform” also had a negative impact on his democratic credentials. It was now clear that he had left behind a city where the “military factories lie idle, wages are chronically in arrears and pensioners are strapped.”37 Moreover, Nemtsov’s political system was also showing authoritarian traits similar to those prevailing in other Russian regions. These tendencies certainly were connected with Yeltsin’s new constitutional system, which established a strong executive at the top38 and set a precedent for the development of local politics.39 

			As a young, “telegenic” and liberal person not linked to the oligarchs, Nemtsov could entice a Russian public that was largely disappointed by the results of the successive economic reforms. Nemtsov’s passage to the Russian government was therefore seen as a victory of the “young reformers” over the old party bosses and Mafioso. Nemtsov, however, was less optimistic about his chances: he saw himself as “a kamikaze appointee, sent in to do an impossible job.”40 Nemtsov’s presence in the government was an asset41 for Yeltsin at a moment when his popularity was fading. In addition, several names of plausible candidates for his succession were already circulating in the media. Among them was not only ex-general Alexander Lebed or Yuri Luzhkov, the popular mayor of Moscow having been re-elected in 1996 with some 90 percent of the popular vote, but now also Nemtsov, who was Yeltsin’s preference, a perspective that was disliked by other contenders, like Luzhkov,42 and some oligarchs courting Yeltsin. They saw in Nemtsov an impostor dictating Yeltsin’s decrees. For instance, on 1 April 1997 Yeltsin signed a decree forbidding officials to drive foreign cars. The only alternative was the Volga, produced by GAZ in Nizhny Novgorod. Moreover, in Nemtsov’s presence, all foreign cars owned by his staff were publicly auctioned. This kind of action fueled Nemtsov’s rising popularity. 

			From now on, Yeltsin, who “loved public adulation,”43 kept Nemtsov at his side. He sent him in advance to Tokyo for a meeting with Japanese businessmen when preparing for a diplomatic visit to Japan in April 1998.44 Because of Nemtsov’s popularity, Yeltsin could use him for carrying out urgent, but unpopular, reforms, such as imposing fiscal rigor, taming the energy monopolies, implementing pension reforms, and ending subsidies to households. Keeping powerful pressure groups devouring subsidies out of the decision-making process was the new government’s priority. Pressed by the IMF, it drafted a new tax code slowing down capital flight, encouraging private investment and collecting higher tax revenues. Then, the State Duma accepted cuts in public spending as a condition for resuming disbursements of the US$10 billion IMF loan suspended since the beginning of 1997. A downsizing of the army from 1.7 million to 1.2 million men in uniform sought to bring defense spending below 3.5 percent of GDP. Some army generals warned that the cuts would lead to a further under-provisioning of the army in a period of painful restructurings. Meanwhile working-class unrest was growing.45 For the “young reformers” in the government, it was now a matter of preventing a state default.

			Nemtsov’s policy consisted of implementing thoroughgoing reforms in various economic and social sectors. Breaking up the energy monopolies and cutting social-security spending (pensions, housing subsidies, sickness and maternity benefits, child and unemployment allowances) received priority, but met fierce resistance from entrenched interests in the energy sector and several segments of the population. Higher utility bills and housing costs would threaten the population’s standard of living. On 27 April 1997 Yeltsin signed a decree urging that a Russian welfare state reform plan be submitted to the State Duma. Nemtsov’s proposal was that by 2003 households would pay 100 percent of their true maintenance and utility costs. In 1996, households paid only 27 percent of the actual cost. Hence, Russia was spending 6 percent of GDP on subsidies to households, while the average household was spending a mere 2 to 3 percent of its income on housing. Though about 40 percent of Russia’s housing stock was already privately owned, local governments continued to supply cheap services to owner-occupiers and tenants regardless of their income. Under the reformed system, in order to keep the poorest layers of the population afloat, cash payments would go exclusively to citizens whose housing costs amounted to more than 16 percent of their income. 

			Nemtsov’s neoliberal reforms proved difficult to implement. Introducing individual metering and billing systems required expensive outlays, while disconnecting poor families was socially unacceptable. Local authorities would be tempted to go on supplying cheap energy. Nemtsov, who had just assumed the function of energy minister, urged Gazprom to pay about US$2.5 billion in back taxes to the federal government. But Gazprom refused. The company promised to hand over roughly half of that sum while forcing Nemtsov to leave undisturbed an earlier deal which handed most of the state’s 40 percent share in the firm to its managers. Other serious reasons for cleaning up the tax code and the oil and gas legislation were that Yeltsin was looking for foreign direct investment, membership in the World Trade Organization and an invitation to join the G7 elite of democratic market economies. With “young reformers” Chubais and Nemtsov at his side, Yeltsin could demonstrate that he was preparing thoroughgoing market reforms.

			Meanwhile, the Russian oligarchs tried to acquire the state’s remaining valuable assets. Vladimir Potanin of Uneximbank allied with international investor George Soros to acquire a 25 percent stake in a new telephone investment company, Svyazinvest, which held controlling stakes in several regional phone companies. A consortium led by Soros paid US$1.8 billion at auction for the shares. Observers claimed that the deal went through because Potanin had won the sympathy of Chubais. But Nemtsov revealed that other Russian oligarchs had tried to obtain the Svyazinvest stake at a lower price. According to Nemtsov, this auction was a victory of market forces over “bandit capitalism.” Soros explained that his interest in Russia was based on his confidence in the “young reformers” surrounding Yeltsin.46 But a few months later, the media reported that one of Chubais’ assistant had received a bribe of US$90,000 from a Swiss firm connected to Potanin for a book that was not yet written on the history of Russian privatizations. 

			The Svyazinvest scandal damaged the image of Chubais and Nemtsov. Though they remained in government, both lost a considerable part of their influence on 20 November 1997. Nemtsov’s face-to-face meetings with Yeltsin dropped from two audiences a week to one every several weeks47 and his important position as minister of fuel and energy went to his friend Sergey Kiriyenko. Soros, who had also bought Potanin’s shares in Svyazinvest, lost a good part of his fortune in this adventure. 

			Nemtsov’s reputation was then tarnished by the Brevnov affair, which revealed how deeply he had been involved in the old-boy networks of Nizhny Novgorod. On 1 April 1997 Nemtsov had appointed his friend Boris Brevnov, the 29-year-old NBD Bank president in Nizhny Novgorod, head of the United Energy Systems (UES) board of directors. At a shareholders’ meeting on 5 May 1997, Brevnov took over the position of president and chairman of the governing board.48  But less than a year later, on 25 March 1998, he had to submit his resignation on charges of corruption and abuse of office and left Russia for the U.S.49 

			In May 1997 Yeltsin appointed Kiriyenko first deputy minister of fuel and energy under Nemtsov. One may assume that this appointment happened at Nemtsov’s request. Kiriyenko and Nemtsov had always been close friends. Both spent their early youth in Sochi and then later in Nizhny Novgorod’s Komsomol youth organization and the democratic movement. In 1990 Kiriyenko was elected to the Oblast Soviet. Kiriyenko had been a manager of a Komsomol-owned trading firm and then he organized scratch-card lotteries. In 1993 he became director of Garantiya, a commercial bank in Nizhny Novgorod. By 1996 he chaired the board of Norsi-Oil, a big oil refinery in Kstovo50 with access to the Moscow market.51 Kiriyenko’s appointment as first deputy minister of fuel and energy under Nemtsov surprised many, but Yeltsin already knew him well after having met him during a visit to Nizhny Novgorod.52 On 20 November 1997 Kiriyenko was appointed minister of fuel and energy, a portfolio he took over from Nemtsov.

			The “young reformers” did not succeed in imposing all the reforms they hoped for within a year. Speeding up economic reforms was an idea Prime Minister Chernomyrdin did not share. Yeltsin was now forced to intervene and in March 1998 he fired his prime minister. Yeltsin tried to impose Kiriyenko as his next prime minister, but the State Duma twice opposed Kiriyenko’s appointment (143 votes in favor to 186 against; 115 votes in favor to 271 votes against). In order to avoid new parliamentary elections to be held after a third rejection of Kiriyenko’s candidacy, Yeltsin was forced to compromise with the opposition in the State Duma. The public announcement that the deeply unpopular Chubais would take up the post of chairman of the UES board of directors, thus leaving the government, meant that Kiriyenko’s candidacy no longer aroused the opposition and the State Duma voted in his favor by a tally of 251–25. At Yeltsin’s demand, Nemtsov stayed in his post as a deputy prime minister, helping Kiriyenko deal with some difficult situations. In July 1998 he represented the government at the controversial interment ceremony of the imperial Romanov family in St. Petersburg. Kiriyenko asked him to meet with striking coal miners who had occupied two branches of the Trans-Siberian Railroad.53 To the outside world it was clear that Nemtsov no longer played an important political role. The financial crisis of August-September 1998 transformed the entire political scene, ending Nemtsov’s ministerial career. 

			Leader of the Opposition

			After giving up his post as deputy prime minister on 28 August 1998, Nemtsov’s political career came to a standstill. He resigned this position voluntarily even though Yeltsin had asked him to stay on. No party organization or social movement was backing him. The evaporated democratic movement had already given birth to a multitude of political organizations and initiatives led by social celebrities or politicians. Having moved to Moscow, Nemtsov had also lost his popular base in Nizhny Novgorod. Hence, he decided to reinvent himself. Therefore, he refused Yeltsin’s offer to become the head of a newly formed Municipal Council, a club of Russia’s mayors. Instead, he announced at a press conference in St. Petersburg that he would run for a seat in the State Duma in 1999. He refrained from answering questions about his political future: running as an independent candidate or joining an existing political party. He explained his indecision by referring to his political philosophy: “I have never been a member of a political party. I don’t even like the word party. At the same time, I understand that it is necessary to enter an election with the support of some kind of social or political organization. Maybe we can think up a new name for such a thing.” He also said that Russia’s main problem was the weakness of it political system: “The problem in Russia is the weak political authority and a system of oligarch capitalism. They say the oligarchs run the country, but this isn’t because they are so strong, but because the authorities are so weak. By strong political authority, I don’t mean a dictatorship. We already have had that and it gave us nothing. What I mean is a state that is not corrupt, can collect taxes, is independent of financial interests, and is under the control of citizens and society. When we have such a state, our financial problems will take care of themselves.”54

			The perspectives for starting a political career were at that time unfavorable for a “young reformer” who had been involved in privatization policies and defending neoliberal ideas. With former intelligence chief Yevgeny Primakov now heading the government, the nationalist and communist currents were gaining momentum. The danger of a communist-backed nationalist or authoritarian take-over was possible. A unification of all democratic forces in one democratic bloc had thus become urgent. Forming that united democratic bloc would be, according to Vladimir Lysenko (a former leader of the democratic movement and a member of the Republican Party), difficult because “all democrats are so well known and loved by the people that each believes that he is the one most adored by the voters.”55 Lysenko distinguished three possible evolutions. In the first scenario, a democratic bloc would unite the whole democratic movement. But neither Yavlinsky nor Gaidar had been capable of doing this in the recent past. The democratic bloc therefore could be better formed around the unifying person of Nemtsov, because the latter had the highest ratings among the democrats in the regions. “If this bloc receives 15 to 20 percent in the Duma elections, then Nemtsov has a real chance to perform very successfully in the presidential elections.”56 In the second scenario, the communists and national-patriots could form a bloc under Alexander Lebed’s leadership and come to power by winning the parliamentary elections of 1999 and the presidential elections of 2000. A third possible variant could be the installation of an authoritarian regime with a coup d’état followed by rigged elections. But how that democratic electoral bloc could be forged out of a collection of governmental “retirees” with their own personal ambitions was not made clear.57 

			Reviving the democratic opposition was one of Nemtsov’s aims when he registered “Young Russia” (Rossiya Molodaya) as his political movement in January 1999. However, this political vehicle did not succeed in attracting other “young reformers.” Kiriyenko founded his own rival civic movement “New Force” (Novaya Sila) when campaigning for a “weaker presidency.”58 In August 1999 the former “young reformers” founded the “Union of Right Forces” (Soyuz Pravykh Sil, SPS) with Kiriyenko as elected party leader and with Gaidar, Nemtsov and Chubais as his deputies. According to journalist Oleg Davydov, these people resembled one another so closely and were so devoid of any independent political identity that they could be regarded as a single individual.59 The SPS remained a media phenomenon lacking a real party structure and it membership consisted mainly of technocrats who were sitting in the waiting room of the Kremlin.60 Yavlinsky’s social-liberal Yabloko party refused to join the right-wing liberal SPS, which focused on defending private property rights and representing business interests. Ultimately, the two liberal parties decided to compete separately in the Duma elections held on 19 December 1999. 

			The two liberal parties had little chance to win the Duma elections. After a decade of revolution, many Russians were desperate for leadership and the parliamentary process inhibited that, as did a constitution that was next to impossible to amend. They were thus willing to see the parliamentary system temporarily suspended by a “strong leader.” Luzhkov, Primakov and their electoral coalition Fatherland-All Russia led the opinion polls at that point, but Yeltsin had already appointed his security man Vladimir Putin to the post of prime minister with the task of stabilizing the regime and winning the Duma elections. Putin assembled a new party, the Interregional Movement “Unity” (Yedinstvo) that quickly rose in the opinion polls during the campaign. After the voters had spoken, Unity obtained 73 seats to 113 seats for the KPRF and 68 seats for Fatherland-All Russia. The two liberal parties, SPS and Yabloko, won 29 and 20 seats respectively. Immediately after the elections Fatherland-All Russia split into two factions. Primakov was left with the Fatherland banner. Because the “independents” had scored 114 seats among the single member district constituencies from the overall total of 450 Duma seats, “Unity” was able to form a presidential bloc with the independents and some smaller parties. On 31 December 1999 Yeltsin, who seemed completely broken, suddenly resigned. His prime minister automatically became “acting president.” Snap presidential elections followed on 26 March 2000.

			Against this quickly changing political landscape, the SPS leaders decided to back Putin, rather than Yavlinsky for the presidency – specifically Chubais, Gaidar and Kiriyenko voted for Putin, while Nemtsov and Khakamada did not. Their main concern was that economic policy be liberal.61 After Putin’s election, the divided SPS leadership nonetheless preferred remaining in opposition, although Chubais had already openly pleaded for following a more “realist” course. Foreign observers could agree on the fact that Putin’s election marked 

			the end of revolution. For the first several years of the last decade, Russian politics were polarized by the struggle between communists and anti-communists. […] Putin’s coming to power signaled for many an end to this volatile period – the Thermidor of Russia’s current revolution. Coined during the French revolution, the Thermidor of any revolution marks the cooling off of the revolutionary fever and the beginning of a period when old institutions are revived and melded into the new practices of the post-revolutionary order. Thermidor is also the moment in a revolutionary transition when the state becomes stronger and nationalism replaces the more idealistic slogans of the earlier revolutionary period. The parallels between contemporary Russia and the periods of Thermidor in other great revolutions are striking.62 

			In the beginning, Putin kept a low profile. Seeking to coopt the liberals, he appointed Kiriyenko as his representative in the newly created Volga Federal District. Having become a “Putinist,” Kiriyenko left the SPS leadership and the Duma. Later on Putin would appoint him at head of the state firm Rosatom. Putin reinforced his personal power by centralizing the decision-making process, firing opponents, and subjecting the oligarchs to his authority. Several oligarchs left the country after having been stripped of their Russian assets (Boris Berezovsky, Vladimir Gusinsky in 2001) or went to prison (Mikhail Khodorkovsky in 2003). Facing the parliamentary elections of December 2003, the two liberal parties, Yabloko and SPS, were once more talking about merging their Duma factions and party organizations.63 Again, however, no accord could be reached and neither SPS nor Yabloko crossed the 5 percent threshold. The SPS kept only three single-mandate seats. These three parliamentarians now preferred sitting with Putin’s Unity faction. SPS leaders Nemtsov, Chubais, Gaidar and Khakamada resigned. The fatal divide between the two liberal parties can be explained by their different electorates.64 Yabloko mainly appealed to academics and teachers interested in human rights, whereas SPS was “a party […] closely connected with the oligarchic system, often on a personal level.”65 

			Constantly Fighting Putinism

			After this crushing electoral defeat, Nemtsov dreamt of a complete reshuffling of Russia’s political landscape by winning the next presidential elections. In January 2004 he founded a Committee for Free Elections in the Year 2008, seeking to bring together all opposition politicians and also some prominent Russian “dissidents”, like Garry Kasparov and Vladimir Bukovsky, in a campaign for fair presidential elections. The SPS abstained from presenting a presidential candidate in the March 2004 presidential elections, but Khakamada nonetheless decided to run as an “independent” candidate, winning only Nemtsov’s backing. Her campaign, she said, was financed by Leonid Nevzlin, a large shareholder of Yukos.66 After winning just 3.9 percent of the popular vote, Khakamada founded her own, all-but-still-born political party Our Choice (“Nash Vybor”), which she eventually merged with Mikhail Kasyanov’s People’s Democratic Union (PDU).

			When the Orange Revolution broke out in Kyiv at the end of 2004, Nemtsov was the only Russian public figure who identified himself completely with the insurgency. In a television debate on NTV on 9 December 2004, he argued that the Putin regime had supported pro-Russian presidential candidate Viktor Yanukovych, who twice had been convicted of criminal charges, against Westernizer Viktor Yushchenko.67 After the revolution, Yuschchenko appointed Nemtsov his private (but unpaid) business adviser, which created some confusion in Russian public opinion. Nemtsov explained his new position by pointing out that “I must attract Russian investments, and thus help improve Ukraine’s investment climate. I am not a Ukrainian government official and I am not a Russian government official, so there won’t be any thick-headed lobbying.”68 Yavlinsky, who supported the insurrection as well, had always refrained from becoming personally involved in Ukrainian affairs. However, some of his party activists, like Ilya Yashin and Andrey Piontkovsky, did nonetheless participate in the Orange Revolution before joining Nemtsov’s team.

			The events in Kyiv made clear that electoral competition in a repressive environment would remain unproductive without mass movements on the streets. Only a well-organized upheaval of the urban masses could destroy an authoritarian regime’s legitimacy. But the conditions for applying such a scenario were at that moment absent in Russia, where the living standard was continuously rising and welfare provisions could be financed out of oil and gas revenues. Hence, a liberal revolution would not have any chance to succeed. At a meeting of the All-Russian Civic Congress For Democracy, Against Dictatorship at the Kosmos Hotel in Moscow on 12 December 2004, Nemtsov told the audience that he was tormented by the fact that the Russian liberals had surrendered. There would be no democratic revolution in Moscow as long as “the ambition of our politicians - and I don’t exclude myself from this category – is outrageously high and, unfortunately, is placed ahead of the national interests of Russia.”69 The only workable solution was uniting all democratic liberal political forces in order to rescue the institution of free elections.70 

			In the meantime Nemtsov’s popularity had evaporated. On 13 December 2008 he joined “eternal dissident” Gary Kasparov in founding a new opposition movement entitled “Solidarnost,” which had difficulty attracting media attention. In 2009 he decided to run for mayor in his native town Sochi, where the 2014 Winter Olympics were planned. Though Nemtsov had campaigned energetically in the streets of Sochi, he only obtained an insignificant 14 percent of the popular vote, while Putin’s favored candidate won 77 percent. In this period Nemtsov had become persona non grata in leading political circles. His “reformist” colleagues (Kiriyenko, Gaidar, Khakamada, Chubais) had left politics. By 2008 Chubais had reformed UES out of existence. Putin offered him the job of general manager of Rosnanotech, a state-backed corporation. Gaidar headed a Moscow-based economic research institute. Following his unexpected death in December 2009, the Russian Presidency organizes an international Gaidar Forum for the business elite each year in mid-January. Khakamada went back to the university. In November 2012, Putin appointed her a member of the Presidential Council for Civil Society Institutions and Human Rights. Nemtsov did not bury his political ambitions. In September 2010 he founded the party For Russia without Lawlessness and Corruption, later renamed as the People’s Freedom Party (PARNAS), fighting Putin’s corrupt regime. Because the Ministry of Justice refused its registration, PARNAS merged with Vladimir Ryzhkov’s already registered Republican Party of Russia (RPR). Ryzhkov, Kasyanov and Nemtsov co-chaired the RPR-PARNAS combination. In 2013 Nemtsov was elected as a RPR-PARNAS candidate to the Yaroslavl Oblast parliament.71 Despite his return to public office, one could hardly speak of a political comeback for the former “golden boy.” 

			Meanwhile, Nemtsov’s image had been tarnished by some of his business affairs. In February 2004, he had been appointed director of Neftyanoi Bank, which was Russia’s 76th largest bank (in 2006) and chairman of the oil firm Neftyanoi located in Nizhny Novgorod. Bank owner Igor Linshits subsequently became the subject of an investigation following allegations of fraud and money laundering. That he was “supporting liberal political parties and harbored political ambitions of his own”72 was not a secret. In 2003 he had run unsuccessfully for a State Duma seat on the Communist ticket. But he had also supported Nemtsov’s SPS. In December 2005 Nemtsov resigned from his positions and Linschits disappeared to Israel. Nemtsov’s advisory work for Ukrainian President Yushchenko’s disastrous administration was subjected to heavy criticism. In Ukraine, Nemtsov’s position had become untenable and in October 2006 he was relieved of all his duties. Though Nemtsov had contacts in the financial sector – at that time his daughter Zhanna Nemtsova was vice president of Mercury Capital Trust in Moscow – little came of Nemtsov’s promise to bolster Russian investment in Ukraine.73 

			When in September 2011 Putin unilaterally announced that he would run for a third presidential term, a protest movement soon materialized. This unforeseen outburst of discontent brought together a growing number of young urban professionals, teachers and workers aspiring for a more open society. During several well attended street demonstrations, various speakers and politicians addressed the crowd in Moscow. The emblematic blogger Aleksey Navalny emerged as the movement’s informal leader and icon. Though Nemtsov’s protests were intellectually better articulated, his speeches did not always resonate with the crowd. Nemtsov had already frequently castigated Putin’s crony capitalism,74 the bankrupt oligarchs,75 Gazprom’s monopoly,76 blatant economic mismanagement,77 and widespread corruption.78 Most of the time, he only repeated what Western authors had already published.79 He also tried to develop a discourse giving priority to the rule of law.80 Nemtsov’s problem was that he was easily identified as an old friend of the oligarchs, including the jailed Khodorkovsky. As a free-market fundamentalist, he liked combatting “nationalization, price-fixing” and “anti-globalization,”81 but he refused, along with almost all the rest of his cohort, to reflect on what had gone wrong in the 1990s, “a bad omen. […] Instead he blamed everything that went wrong in the next 15 years on Putin.”82

			As in 2004, Nemtsov appeared in Kyiv in February 2014 where a popular upheaval had ousted Yanukovich. He sided with liberal European politicians supporting Petro Poroshenko’s bid for power. Poroshenko and his appointee as Odessa governor, former Georgian president Mikheil Saakashvili, became his close friends. In Moscow, Nemtsov also mobilized against Putin’s annexation of the Crimea and the subsequent outbreak of fighting in eastern Ukraine. But his regular visits to the United States, where he met Republican senator John McCain and independent Senator Joe Lieberman or banker Soros, made it easy for the Kremlin to label him an “American agent” who could be associated with foreign funds provided by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED)83 and Soros’s Open Society Foundations (OSF). 

			While he was walking home on the night of 27 February 2015, Nemtsov, then aged 55, was shot dead on Bolshoy Moskvoretsky Bridge near the Kremlin two days before he would take part in a rally against Russia’s involvement in the fighting in Ukraine. Several theories about the murder appeared in the media. One group claimed that Nemtsov shared his Ukrainian girlfriend Anna Duritskaya with Kyiv mafia boss Pyotr Listerman, giving him reason to commit the crime.84 Others argued that he was killed by Muslim fundamentalists. Some thought that enemies in Nemtsov’s own party could have ordered the crime, while sources close to Nemtsov held Putin personally responsible for the murder. The Kremlin rejected any involvement, claiming that in political terms Nemtsov was no threat to Putin. Rumors also spread that Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov had ordered Nemtsov’s execution85 because Nemtsov was preparing a report on Putin’s and Kadyrov’s involvement in Ukraine. As Nemtsov interviewed people and collected documents for this publication, his research certainly attracted the attention of the Russian or Chechen secret services. Despite Nemtsov’s killing, the report was nonetheless completed by his research team and presented on 12 May 2015;86 it was received in the West as an important document describing Putin’s involvement in the war in eastern Ukraine. 

			Conclusions

			Nemtsov was perhaps Russia’s most outspoken political leader, articulating the democratic and social demands of the new middle classes in the big cities. More than the other “young reformers” serving under President Yeltsin, he was a political propagandist defending western opinions about politics and society. Nevertheless, he started his political career as a local activist and member of the democratic movement in Nizhny Novgorod. He left his “model region” in 1997 for Moscow. At one point, he was considered a serious candidate for the presidency. The Svyazinvest affair and the financial crisis of 1998 marked an abrupt end for his ministerial career. 

			Nemtsov’s rise and fall was driven by several social and political factors. Thanks to the democratic movement, he had obtained a leading role in Nizhny Nogorod’s politics. Following the collapse of this movement, he used administrative and political power to consolidate his authority. He easily captured the attention of the media when promoting his “model region” in Russia and abroad. For Yeltsin and the technocrats in the Kremlin, he became an ally in the struggle against the vested economic interests affiliated with the oligarchs. The 1998 crisis that finished Nemtsov’s ministerial career ultimately paved the road to Putin’s authoritarian regime.

			In order to combat Putin’s regime, Nemtsov tried to form an electoral bloc of all liberal forces. This project had little chance of success. In 2003 Nemtsov’s SPS lost the State Duma elections. Nemtsov was now forced to combat Putin in the (new) media, set up platform organizations, and reorganize the opposition. But the Putin reforms and the rising standard of living for the population had meanwhile led to more political and social stability. When in 2011-12 the urban masses were demonstrating in the streets for more political transparency and against Putin’s renewed presidential ambitions, Nemtsov’s voice was hardly heard. By then, he was identified as a political dissident linked to the bygone Yeltsin era.
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			Nemtsov: A Variety of Perspectives

			Boris Nemtsov: A True Russian Patriot

			David J. Kramer

			It is hard to believe that a year has gone by since Boris Nemtsov was shot and killed just yards from the Kremlin walls. Boris’ assassination reminded us that Russian critics and opponents of the Putin regime face significant danger, whether they live and stay in Russia or emigrate to seemingly safer places overseas (see Alexander Litvinenko, poisoned in London in 2006). Boris chose to stay and fight for what he believed was right. He felt it his patriotic duty and responsibility to shine a light on the abuses and outrages of the Putin clique. And for that he paid the ultimate price. 

			Few people were as outspoken and courageous as Boris, a true Russian patriot who sought the best for his country. Boris believed that Russia had taken a seriously wrong turn under the reign of Vladimir Putin, and he regularly criticized the policies and authoritarianism that he felt were threatening his country’s future. He sought to expose the corruption and wrongdoings of the Putin regime and issued regular reports, whether on the Sochi Olympics or Putin’s palaces, revealing how rotten and kleptocratic the regime had become. 

			At the time of his murder, Boris was working on a report, “Putin. War”, on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Thanks to a number of Boris’ friends and colleagues who bravely filled the void, the report was released, albeit posthumously for Boris, to expose the involvement of Russian forces fighting in Ukraine, the extent of Russian casualties, the economic and financial costs of the war for Russia, and the role of forces sent by Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. It is not clear whether Boris’ plans to issue the report played a role in his murder, but the possibility certainly cannot be ruled out. Despite repeated warnings that he was risking the ire of the Kremlin, Boris was determined to do what he believed was right. It is heartening to see other Russian patriots determined to bring his unfinished work to fruition, a fitting tribute to Boris’ tireless efforts.

			One of the issues Boris believed in passionately was the Sergei Magnitsky Rule of Law and Accountability Act, which the U.S. Congress passed in 2012 and President Obama signed into law that December. On numerous occasions, Boris stressed that this legislation was not anti-Russian, but in fact was pro-Russian because it targeted individuals who engaged in gross human rights abuses, including the murder of the lawyer Sergei Magnitsky. There was no better spokesman than Boris to counter nefarious Kremlin propaganda painting the Magnitsky Act as anti-Russian. In the absence of justice inside Russia, Boris believed, the Magnitsky Act was the next best thing to providing some element of accountability. Because it targeted individuals, not the country, if people did not engage in human rights abuses, they had nothing to fear from being sanctioned through a visa ban and asset freeze. 

			Despite considerable risk back home, Boris became an active advocate for the legislation, meeting in Washington with Members of Congress and their staffs. Boris knew that going after a corrupt, abusive Russian official’s ability to travel to the United States and his ill-gotten gains was risky to his own safety. But he believed it was the right thing to do, and no risk would dissuade him from pursuing justice.

			Along with others, he and I on several occasions pushed publicly for the Magnitsky legislation, and it was clear to me that Boris’ advocacy made a big difference. He had an excellent reputation among Senators and Representatives, and his cogent presentations convinced Members that voting for the Act was the best way to press for rule of law and accountability in his homeland.

			Throughout the years, I appeared several times with Boris on panels and at meetings, including the rollout in Washington of his report, “Winter Olympics in the Sub-Tropics: Corruption and Abuse in Sochi,” which detailed allegations of rampant corruption in preparation for the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics. I last saw him in Sweden at an annual gathering on Visby Island in October 2014, four months before his murder. He was his usual ebullient self, with great insights into what was happening in his country and what should be done about it. He was an eternal optimist and believed that his struggle for human rights, rule of law, and a better life in Russia would pay off eventually. 

			On several occasions, Boris would raise with me cases of friends and colleagues who faced considerable danger and risk inside Russia and needed help. He was always looking out for others. I was at that time president of Freedom House, which had a program that could provide emergency assistance to such individuals. In retrospect, I wish Boris had availed himself of such emergency assistance, for had he done so – and had I pushed him to do so – he might still be alive today. 

			Some observers write off Boris, saying he had little support among average Russians. And yet doing the right thing when the government and its stooges in the media relentlessly attack you and the population seemingly ignores you makes Boris’ struggle even more impressive.  

			Putin, whether he was directly behind the murder of Nemtsov or not, created the environment in Russia that condones, if not encourages, violence against anyone bold enough to speak out. Russian critics of the Kremlin are demonized, part of a “fifth column” or enemy of the state seeking to overthrow the government. Nationwide television, controlled by the Kremlin, paints a bull’s eye on them. Thus, Putin, in my view, bears ultimate responsibility for Boris’ assassination. 

			One of the most important ways to remember Boris is to demonstrate solidarity with Russian democracy and human rights activists who understand the threat posed by Putin’s authoritarianism to their pursuit of a better future. Writing them off as insignificant, or writing off Russia as a hopeless country, would be a betrayal of the cause Boris fought for and, in the end, for which he sacrificed his life. 

			Boris Nemtsov: From Kremlin Heir to Dissident

			Vladimir V. Kara-Murza

			Throughout his political life, Boris Nemtsov was a maverick, a “white crow,” as we say in Russian, always choosing principles over political expediency—as when he took on the Communist establishment in the last Soviet elections (and won); when, as governor, he shepherded his Nizhny Novgorod region onto the path of liberal and free market reforms; when, as deputy prime minister of Russia, he challenged the all-powerful “oligarchs” and the system of political nepotism they represented. But it was the rise to power of Vladimir Putin and the solidification of his authoritarian regime that proved Nemtsov to be almost unique among Russian politicians—including those who styled themselves as “democrats” but quickly adapted to new political realities, accepting lush positions in government and state corporations—in staying true to his beliefs, regardless of the risk.

			Putin’s arrival in the Kremlin in December 1999 coincided with Nemtsov’s election to Parliament in what was (to date) the last genuinely competitive election for the Russian Duma. From the very start, Nemtsov was suspicious of the motives of the former KGB operative and, unlike other leaders of the liberal SPS party, did not back Putin in the 2000 presidential election, voting instead for Grigory Yavlinsky. In the Duma, Nemtsov quickly emerged as a leader of the parliamentary opposition, vocally challenging Putin’s Kremlin on such issues as the reinstatement of the Soviet national anthem, the closure of independent television networks, heavy-handed tactics during the Nord Ost hostage crisis, and the politically motivated arrest of oil magnate Mikhail Khodorkovsky. 

			As parliamentary politics in Russia fell victim to the Kremlin’s authoritarian consolidation, and as the heavily manipulated elections in 2003 and 2007 purged the State Duma of opposing and independent voices, Nemtsov found himself in a new role—that of a leading dissident in an increasingly repressive and intolerant system. He did not shun this role, accepting it as necessary for upholding his views and his aspirations for a democratic Russia against an emerging dictatorship. “I have decided… that I will continue this fight,” Nemtsov told Novaya Gazeta. “They [the authorities] want to destroy my country, they are doing great damage to Russia, they are acting against Russia’s interests. And we must have people in our country who are not afraid to tell the truth.”1 With the parliamentary and electoral route closed, and television off-limits to him because of a blacklist imposed by the Kremlin, Nemtsov used what avenues he could to deliver his message. He became a regular participant in street protests, frequently arrested and thrown in detention cells, once spending the Christmas holidays in near-torturous conditions in police detention after taking part in a peaceful rally in support of the freedom of assembly. A firm believer that political and civic enlightenment will, in the end, break down the barriers of dictatorship, he published reports detailing the corruption and abuse of power by the Putin regime and presenting facts suppressed by government propaganda.2 A poll taken by the Levada Center in 2015 showed that 11 percent of Russians (and 19 percent of Muscovites) were aware of the substance of Nemtsov’s exposés—a remarkably high figure given the pervasive media censorship.3 Using his high profile and his influence in the Western political world, Nemtsov vigorously campaigned for the successful passage of the U.S. Magnitsky Act that imposed targeted sanctions on Kremlin-connected human rights abusers, introducing an important measure of accountability. In Russia’s traditionally fragmented pro-democracy movement, Nemtsov managed to bring together a wide coalition, Solidarity, that would play a key organizing role in the winter protests of 2011-2012. During those rallies, which brought tens of thousands of people to the streets of Moscow after a rigged parliamentary election—Russia’s largest pro-democracy protests since 1991—Nemtsov’s voice was one of the loudest. “They have proven that they are a party of crooks and thieves,” he told the 100,000-strong crowd in Bolotnaya Square on December 10, 2011, echoing Aleksei Navalny’s famous line. “We must prove that we are a proud and free nation.”4

			Nemtsov genuinely liked people, and they liked him in return. He could as easily communicate with high-ranking foreign dignitaries as with a pensioner babushka or a local market salesman. A former governor, parliamentary leader, and deputy prime minister, once an heir apparent to the Russian presidency, who had seen the heights of power and privilege, Nemtsov did not shy away from handing out leaflets in the streets and in metro stations, or personally canvassing voters in door-to-door meetings, as he did during his last election campaign in Yaroslavl in 2013. It was a campaign he won, despite the customary media blackout and administrative pressure: the list of the People’s Freedom Party headed by Nemtsov passed the threshold required for representation in the Regional Duma, winning him his first legislative seat in a decade. With this comeback, it seemed the corner had been turned. Nemtsov, the sole opposition legislator in a 50-strong chamber, used his mandate to successfully challenge corrupt officials in Yaroslavl, forcing high-profile resignations and refuting the Russian proverb that “one on a battlefield is not a warrior.” He was planning to run for the State Duma in Yaroslavl in 2016, and his chances of success—despite the absence of a level playing field—were not insignificant. The return of Boris Nemtsov to the Russian parliament was surely not a welcome prospect for the Kremlin.

			The last year of Nemtsov’s life was marked by opposition to the war the Kremlin had unleashed on Ukraine after mass protests there toppled a corrupt and authoritarian president, Viktor Yanukovych. This was an analogy too close to home for Vladimir Putin. Nemtsov was firm and persistent in his criticism of Putin’s annexation of Crimea and his proxy war in the Donbas region. “The war against Ukraine is a crime,” he wrote in August 2014. “It is not our war. It is Putin’s war for his power and his money.”5 For his position, he was vilified by the Kremlin’s propaganda machine and denounced as a “traitor.” In September 2014, Nemtsov led a 50,000-strong Peace March through the streets of central Moscow. Another antiwar rally was planned for March 1, 2015; Nemtsov also began work on a new report—this time, on Putin’s war against Ukraine. As always, he believed that the Russian people deserved to know the truth.

			He also believed that, for all the repression and propaganda, Putin’s regime would eventually succumb to the forces of history, and that Russia would return to a democratic path. “When people hear the truth, those 86 percent [Putin’s official poll numbers] will fall apart. This is why… we are not allowed on television,” Nemtsov said in his last interview on Ekho Moskvy radio, hours before he was assassinated in front of the Kremlin. “Because once people realize that everything… is built on lies, this regime will crumble to dust.”6 Just as Boris Nemtsov believed, one day Russia will be free from authoritarian rule. And, although he has not lived to see that day, his contribution to Russian democracy will have been one of the most important.

			Encountering 

			Boris Nemtsov in 1992

			Howard Wiarda

			It was in a context of change and upheaval in the spring of 1992 that I first met Boris Nemtsov, the new governor of the Nizhny Novgorod region. I both interviewed Nemtsov formally and ran into him socially at numerous openings, receptions, and political gatherings in Nizhny. Then in his thirties, Nemtsov had a reputation as a young reformer committed to a more liberal philosophy and to privatization. He had gathered around him a team of like-minded reformers from the Nizhny region. With a background in physics, Nemtsov had first gained prominence by opposing the building of a planned nuclear power plant in Nizhny; in the showdown with the old-line communists a few months before my trip to Russia in August, 1991, Nemtsov had sided with the pro-reform, pro-Yeltsin forces.

			In office, Nemtsov soon gained a reputation, in Russia and abroad, as a liberal agent of change. He opened up Nizhny to political debate, encouraged the privatization of small shops and businesses, and gave his approval to the opening of a Nizhny Novgorod stock exchange. His liberalizing, privatizing efforts attracted the attention of prime ministers Margaret Thatcher, John Major, and Alain Juppe, as well as U.S. Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, all of whom made pilgrimages to his city. Later on, Nemtsov would become the elected governor of Nizhny; in 1997 he moved to Moscow after having been appointed first deputy prime minister by Yeltsin. I followed his career over the years and met with him on several of his visits to Washington.

			I was not as taken with Nemtsov as were others at this time. Perhaps that is my training as a political scientist; maybe it was to do with the skepticism and cynicism imbued after too many years in Washington. I found Nemtsov bubbly, enthusiastic, and personable, but also young and even boyish in his enthusiasms, inexperienced, naive, and overly romantic in his views of what could be accomplished in Russia at that time. Perhaps it was his physics background that led him to see too-simple and single-minded solutions to Russia’s manifold and complex problems, without adequate focus on the means in Russia’s chaotic and disintegrating economic and political system at that time to get there.

			Actually, living in Nizhny at that time, I did not see much in the way of the touted privatizations of small businesses which was Nemtsov’s claim to fame; in fact, mostly what I saw was the state’s harassment of small businesses. And the large military-industrial complex in the city was, when I was there, in complete chaos and freefall, as it sought to transition from state control to privatization. Nor were the relations with the old-time communists with whom Nemtsov initially shared power in Nizhny managed well; eventually these reactionary forces staged a comeback, replacing Nemtsov. Meanwhile, because of excessive borrowing, Nizhny had sunk deeper into debt, there were charges of corruption under Nemtsov, and the oblast became more and more a political and financial dependency of Moscow.

			 I admire Boris Nemtsov because, whether in Nizhny or Moscow, he raised and carried the flame of Russian liberalism, freedom, and democracy. However, it is not enough to lift up a glorious banner; eventually as a politician you also have to deliver and provide results. But you have to be realistic about it. You cannot in the process stray too far from Russian political culture and the realities of Russian power politics; you cannot as a driver of the bus get too far ahead of your passengers or take them in a direction they no longer want to go. Nemtsov was a beacon of reform, but he was also, in Putin’s Russia, a liberal voice crying in an increasingly authoritarian and autocratic wilderness. Eventually he succumbed to another Russia, one that was not peaceful, joyous, and democratic, but aggressive, brutal, mean, ugly, nationalistic, non-liberal, anti-Western, and anti-democratic.

			Nemtsov and Democracy in Nizhny Novgorod

			Sharon Werning Rivera

			Just nine months after President Boris Yeltsin had appointed Boris Nemtsov as governor of Nizhny Novgorod oblast in 1991,7 a respected Western journalist highlighted the “energy [that] emanates from Governor Nemtsov” and noted “[t]he proposed role for Nizhny Novgorod as a crucible of economic revolution.”8 Not two years later, echoing the consensus view of the 34-year old Nemtsov prevailing at the time, another journalist characterized him as “a charismatic reform-minded governor.”9  But did Nemtsov’s reformist vision filter down to the political elites whose support was needed to implement his program?

			Nizhny Novgorod under Nemtsov was one of the field sites for my dissertation research on Russian elite political culture that I carried out in cooperation with the Russian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Sociology in the mid-1990s. As my local collaborators and I fanned out to interview department heads in Nizhny’s regional administration (administratsiya oblasti) and deputies in the oblast legislature (Zakonodatel’noe Sobranie), we found that access to both government buildings and our respondents was remarkably easy to obtain. This environment provided a welcome respite from the long days we had spent in Moscow trying to secure interviews with highly placed federal bureaucrats and State Duma deputies.10 It stood in even starker contrast with Tatarstan under Mintimer Shaimiev, where we were denied access to republic-level officials altogether. Instead, a representative of the republic’s presidential administration conducted the interviews for us and forbade the sessions to be tape-recorded, as had been our practice in Moscow and Nizhny.11

			Moreover, the interviews we conducted reveal that Nizhny’s regional administrators and legislators were indeed more democratic, more market-oriented, and less willing to pursue an aggressive foreign policy in the former Soviet Union than their counterparts in both Tatarstan and the federal government. Table 1 displays results that demonstrate these attitudinal differences most vividly. Nizhny’s elites were virtually unanimous that all citizens should have an equal opportunity to affect government policy, compared to slightly more than three-fourths of the Moscow sample and less than two-thirds of Tatarstan’s elites. In the realm of economic policy, Nizhny officials were again the most reform-oriented: whereas three-fourth of Tatarstan’s officials agreed that all heavy industry should be state-owned, only slightly more than half of those in Nizhny supported this proposition. Finally, Nizhny’s political stratum categorically opposed the reestablishment of the Russian state within the borders of the former USSR, whereas this proposition enjoyed considerably more support among federal elites. 

			Table 1. Attitudes of Political Elites in Nizhny Novgorod, Moscow, and Tatarstan in 1995 (% Agree)  
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			Note: Figures represent all those who selected “completely agree” or “somewhat agree,” as a percentage of all responses, including “don’t know” or “no answer.”

			In comparison to its neighbor on the Volga as well as to the “center,” then, Nizhny Novgorod during Nemtsov’s governorship stood out for the higher level of democratic, market-oriented, and non-imperialist values espoused by its regional leadership. To be sure, Nemtsov had not personally appointed all of the political elites in the oblast; regional deputies had been popularly elected in 1994, and Nemtsov had retained many “old cadres” in the regional administration, at least early in his tenure.12 But as governor, he surely set the tone regarding the values and priorities of his administration. Nizhny Novgorod under Nemtsov illustrates how the spirit of free market competition, pluralism, and respect for the sovereignty of Russia’s neighbors can be fostered when a courageous reformer is in charge. Nizhny—and Russia as a whole—need more governors like him.

			The Legacy of Boris Nemtsov

			Stefan Meister

			When I studied international relations at Nizhny Novgorod State University in 1999/2000, Boris Nemtsov had already left the city, having been appointed first deputy premier minister of the Russian Federation. While he served as governor of Nizhny Novgorod between 1991 and 1997, the region became a “laboratory of reform.” Beloved by international investors and Western politicians, his liberal reforms were often chaotic, but brought the region significant economic growth. I did internships in different departments of the regional administration during my year there and still met Nemtsov’s slowly dying ghost almost everywhere. Many young and well educated Russians, who had been appointed during Nemtsov’s two terms, were still there and tried to fight with the old bureaucrats, who had no interest in reforms, efficient structures or transparency. 

			But this young generation was leaving, with many going abroad. Nemtsov’s laboratory was slowly killing off all the hopes of the young, well trained people with international experience. As a member of the team working with liberal economist Anatoly Chubais, he also had to resign his position in the government following the crash of the Russian stock market in August 1998. The experiment was over. Nemtsov became one of the leading opposition politicians in the Putin era. As a former deputy prime minister, he was part of the Russian elite. That was the reason why Nemtsov was able to say and do things which other opposition politicians were never able to do without being sanctioned by the regime. His protection (krysha) ended on 27 February 2015.

			Nemtsov stood for the group of the sometimes naive young reformers of the 1990s who really wanted to change Russia for the better. Only a few of these people were successful after 2000, when Boris Yeltsin left office. Nemtsov was one of them and, despite the growing influence of the old Soviet security mentality, he never lost his optimism. Nemtsov represented the other Russia; he had been part of the power structures, but never stopped dreaming about a democratic Russia which lived according to the rule of law. He was a self-made man who managed to change the former closed city of Nizhny Novgorod and its region into a prominent testing ground for new ideas. At the same time, he represents the failure of post-Gorbachev Russia. He could change positions in the administration, but was not able to change his mentality. 

			His murder is the victory of the cynical Russia, which has been growing under Vladimir Putin. If Nemtsov, who was linked to Putin for some time, can be killed, no opposition figure is safe in today’s Russia. There is no place anymore for optimists, for politicians who want to break with the Soviet legacy. You have the choice: Either you leave the country, go into internal exile, or you might lose your life. All this stand for the beginning of a new Russia which started with Putin’s return in 2012. The current era has been completely cut off from the democratic achievements of Gorbachev’s time and the 1990s, a period now defined as a tragic accident of history.

			Boris Nemtsov and the Chechen-Russian conflict

			Miguel Vázquez Liñán

			After the assassination of Boris Nemtsov, Ramzan Kadyrov was quick to offer the media his version of the facts – a rather unimaginative rendering based on some of the common beliefs churned out by the Kremlin’s propaganda machine. Generally speaking, what Kadyrov was saying was that the crime could have been committed by the American and Ukrainian secret services, with the help of Chechen terrorists. With a confidence born of impunity, he did not provide a jot of evidence to support his accusation.  

			Following a pattern that has characterized other cases, such as the assassination of Anna Politkovskaya, it was not long before the Russian police, with the habitual cooperation of the state-run TV channels, exhibited several Chechens who were presumably the perpetrators of the crime. It should be remembered that these same TV channels have over recent years disseminated “information” inviting viewers to regard Nemtsov and other members of the opposition as fifth columnists in the pay of the West and, “therefore,” as traitors to their country. This is the image – hegemonic in present-day Russia – that Kadyrov tacitly conjured up in his statements. The Chechen leader immediately put the assassination into context: this is what happens to those who work for the West; when they are no longer useful alive, their Western friends are capable of anything, even of making them disappear and using foul play to destabilize Russia.    

			As in the case of Politkovskaya, the murder suspects are from the North Caucasus, specifically Chechnya. It is a sad fact that, in such a broken society as contemporary Russia, it is simple to find someone willing to pull the trigger, and complicated to conclude criminal investigations affecting the murder of journalists, human rights advocates or politicians blowing the whistle on the corruption of the country’s elite.    

			Nemtsov was one of them. His verbal clashes with Kadyrov, which in present-day Russia constitute an act of political courage, were conspicuous. At the beginning of the second Chechen campaign, which would turn out to be crucial to Vladimir Putin’s success in the upcoming presidential elections, Nemtsov was among those who, against the grain and in a context in which ethnic hatred and the association of Chechens with terrorists was the norm, endorsed a different policy, now forgotten, whose aim was to avoid a war that seemed then like the only solution.     

			In fact, history frequently suffers from memory failure as regards unsuccessful initiatives, namely, those that are short-lived or regarded as having had little impact on future events. But at that time, at the onset of the Second Chechen War, to denounce, as Nemtsov did, the excesses of the Russian army and the situation of the Chechen refugees, in addition to calling for negotiations with Aslan Maskhadov, then president of Chechnya, was tantamount to defending an about-face in the official line of the Kremlin as regards the conflict.  

			Not all the proposals presented by Nemtsov, a member of the State Duma at the time, addressing Chechnya were sound, although among his good judgements was to have known how to distinguish between the stance of Shamil Basaev, organizer of terrorist attacks such as the seizure of Moscow’s Dubrovka Theatre in 2002, and the Beslan school massacre in 2003, and that of Maskhadov, who strongly condemned both atrocities. Nemtsov was fully aware that the support of the so-called “moderate” Chechens (led by Maskhadov) in favor of a compromise could have isolated the followers of Basaev and thus facilitated a negotiated solution to the conflict. In fact, in the year 2000 Nemtsov personally conducted a series of talks with Chechen MPs (elected in 1997), which were not without significant symbolic value at a time when any contact with the Chechen authorities was interpreted by the Kremlin, and the media companies under its control, as an act of treason. In the same year, the Russian government had started to implement its policy geared to “Chechenizing” the conflict, choosing Akhmad Kadyrov, the father of the current Chechen president, to oversee the process in situ.         

			Since then, and until his assassination in February 2015, Nemtsov constantly railed against Kadyrov’s authoritarianism and the corruption characterizing relations between Moscow and Grozny. Personally, I do not share Nemtsov’s ideology. I am neither a “liberal” nor do I endorse the conventional (and reductionist, in my opinion) division that journalists and scholars make between “liberals” and “Putinists.” This notwithstanding, in a context of conspiratorial silence and sycophancy towards those in power, the courage of politicians like Boris Nemtsov is nowadays essential so as to be able to look to the future in Russia with at least some degree of optimism.

			Boris Nemtsov: A Ukrainian Afterword

			Yulia Kurnyshova

			If Boris Nemtsov were alive, his place would likely be in Ukraine. Just like Mikhail Saakashvili, he could become a citizen and an office holder to try to implement some of his ideas in a country that served as an important reference point for him. This move would be possible, given that the situation in Russia has reached a point where political dissent is literally becoming life threatening. Nemtsov was aware of this danger and predicted a possible assassination attempt on himself only a few weeks before it happened. 

			His murder has not been able to overturn his own theory of the “Teflon Putin.” In an interview ten years ago, Nemtsov pointed to the fact that nothing “sticks” to the Russian President - in spite of the multiple casualties in Chechnya, or mass-scale economic and social deprivation all across the country, his approval rating remains high. This disconnect was not a paradox for Nemtsov, who put the blame on Russian media propaganda, even more cunning and malicious than under Stalinism. In Ukraine, in his opinion, the overall situation was not even close to that. Corruption – yes, perhaps as deadly as in Russia – but, at the same time, the passion for freedom and non-violence. At least that is how he saw the Orange Revolution.

			Nemtsov was the only Russian politician who stood together with Ukrainians in the frosty Maidan of 2004. Together with the then leaders,  Viktor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko, in an orange scarf, full of enthusiasm. For some Ukrainian politicians, his engagement with this country was even too much. In 2005, Oleg Tyagnibok, then a little-known right-wing politician, proposed to the Verkhovna Rada a measure that would prevent Nemtsov from continuing to serve as an official adviser to the president, since this position would be tantamount to “interference in the internal affairs” of Ukraine. Ten years later, Nemtsov became a target for Russian senators who ganged up on him due to his participation - along with the “Right Sector” - in the “Vyshivanka13 March” in Odessa, protesting against Russia’s intervention in Ukraine.

			After years spent in direct contact with Ukraine, Nemtsov hardly idealized its leaders. During the Euromaidan, then President Viktor Yanukovych banned him from entering the country. As for the current leaders of Ukraine, Nemtsov thought that the most essential for them would be to make a choice – to work for the country’s future, or for their electoral ratings.

			His active position on Ukraine in the past year and a half elevated his dissent to a “mature opposition” to Putinism. The evolution of his views was heavily influenced by the understanding that after the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of the war in Donbas, Putin’s regime had crossed a red line. The liberal Nemtsov did not limit himself to mere liberal language. He not only led protests against the war in Ukraine, but also collected empirical material for an investigative report on Putin’s crimes in Ukraine. His language was not politically correct or neutral, but filled with damning contempt, which was typical for late Nemtsov. What no one dared to say publicly, he did. Even here in Ukraine, no one has written about the war better than he did.

			None of the Russian opposition figures supported Ukraine so consistently and vividly. Of course, there were Garry Kasparov and Valeria Novodvorskaya, but they paid comparatively less attention to Ukraine. Nemtsov had a clear take on the annexation of Crimea and considered it a crime. Some of his predictions were quick to come true. For example, reflecting on the reasons of the current conflict, he hypothesized that the Kremlin would eventually trade a ceasefire in Donbas for lifting economic and political sanctions against Russia. In this scenario the question of the legality of Crimea’s inclusion into Russia would be removed from the agenda, and Western countries would recognize the peninsula as Russian territory, if not formally, then de facto. It is obvious that today the question of Crimea is practically withdrawn from the international negotiations, and the West periodically alludes to the possibility of lifting the sanctions. 

			Nemtsov was among the first critics of the Minsk agreements as inoperative, and called for Ukraine to wall off the breakaway regions in the Donbas: “The sooner Ukraine understands that the so-called “DNR” [The break-away Donetsk People’s Republic] is its Gaza Strip, the better.” As for Putin himself, his deeds, in Nemtsov’s words, are worthy of “several Hague Tribunals.” A year later, there are some modest hopes for establishing an international tribunal for one of the most audacious crimes of Putin’s regime – the shooting down of the Malaysian airliner over eastern Ukraine. The rest – snipers at the Euromaidan, Ukrainian citizens kidnaped and thrown into jail by Moscow, thousands of war victims – are still waiting for punishment.
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			Abstract: This essay situates Boris Nemtsov as an individual in the broader sweep of Russia’s regional—and national—history. To what extent is the democratic development of particular regions a result of the force, drive, and charisma of particular transformational leaders? And, to what extent is Nemtsov himself a product of the particular social milieu conducive to the genesis of the public-minded, self-sacrificing crusader for the common good? If regional microcosms matter for understanding the genesis of the democratic leader, what are those elements of the longue durée of regional cultural, social, economic, and political fabrics that might help explain the phenomenon of Nemtsov? And how can Nemtsov’s own life help illuminate what aspects of regional histories we should study to explain the paradox of democratic resilience in particular regions and the potential of these regions to help transform national politics? This essay attempts to provide some answers to these questions by discussing the inter-temporal, political regime-transcending reproduction of human capital variations in Russia’s regions and specifically those related to the development of institutions of learning and science.1

			I first heard of Boris Nemtsov when I was a young Russian graduate student in America in the mid-1990s contemplating pursuing a PhD in Russian regional politics. For a new, post-Kremlinologist, generation of political scientists, it was the phenomenon of leaders like Nemtsov that made the study of Russian provincial politics fascinating and exciting. In the post-Soviet hyper-federalist Russia of the early years of Boris Yeltsin’s presidency, sub-national regions quickly emerged as powerful players in their own right, shaping regional and national politics. As governor of the Nizhniy Novgorod region, still only in his early thirties (he was only thirty-two when he became governor), Nemtsov was already a star—well before he entered national politics as deputy prime minister. Nemtsov led the democratic transformation of the Nizhniy Novgorod region, nurturing an atmosphere of political openness, attracting foreign investment, and supporting independent media and civil society. To scholars of Russian regional politics, Nemtsov’s governorship of Nizhegorodskaya is associated with the most vibrant period in the history of Russian federalism. I hesitate to use the expression “golden age” of federalism because Yeltsin-era federal relations were associated with ad hocism and preferential politically-motivated deals with regional bosses that in some cases helped promote regional authoritarianism, nepotism, and corruption. Yet, regions like Nizhniy stood out as islands of sub-national openness, while governors like Nemtsov helped keep in check excessive concentration of power in the national executive and shaped national policy and public opinion. In 1996, for example, he organised a campaign against the war in Chechnya, collecting one million signatures in the Nizhniy Novgorod region on a petition to President Yeltsin and calling on other regions to support his initiative.2 President Vladimir Putin’s recentralization drive of the early 2000s ensured that even the hitherto politically open regions would turn into dependencies of the Kremlin delivering blatantly fraudulent electoral support to the national incumbent.3 Back in the 1990s however, the more politically competitive regions could, and did, shape national political landscapes. While the Rakhimovs, the Shaymievs, or the Ilyumdzhinovs—long-serving presidents of Bashkortostan, Tatarstan, and Kalmykia of that era will be associated in the public mind with patrimonialism and neo-Soviet sub-national authoritarianism,4 Nemtsov will be remembered as a democratic, public-minded, governor.

			This essay attempts to situate Nemtsov as an individual in the broader sweep of Russia’s regional—and national—history. To what extent is the democratic development of particular regions down to the force, drive, and charisma of particular transformational leaders? And, to what extent is Nemtsov himself a product of the particular social milieu conducive to the genesis of the public-minded, self-sacrificing crusader for common good? If regional microcosms matter for understanding the genesis of the democratic leader, what are those elements of the longue durée of regional cultural, social, economic, and political fabrics that might help explain the phenomenon of Nemtsov? And how can Nemtsov’s own life help illuminate what aspects of regional histories we should study to explain the paradox of democratic resilience in particular regions and the potential of these regions to help transform national politics? This essay attempts to provide some answers to these questions. At the outset, I should say that I have never met Boris Yefimovich, nor am I familiar with all the known details of his biography. I am approaching this topic as a political scientist specializing in Russia’s regional politics and as someone who had come to realize that to understand the post-1991 dynamics of regional political development we have to go beyond the preoccupation with the political leadership choices made in the post-communist period, and beyond even the structural variations imposed on the regions during the Soviet period. Rather, we should delve deeper into history, to explore how pre-communist developments may have already set regions on variable developmental and, ultimately, democratic trajectories; how these developments interacted with Soviet developmental goals and projects; and how these complex historical processes in turn continue to account for Russia’s regional governance variations. Rather than emphasizing political and economic institutions as being central to the long-term reproduction of patterns of development, as would be consistent with a prominent strand of recent economic and political theorizing,5 my approach is leaning more towards the human capital persistence and reproduction area of recent and established scholarship in economics, sociology, and political science.6 Taking this approach endows our hero both with strong agency—the power to shape regional (and national) destinies—while also highlighting how the genesis of the particular values, mind-set, and actions that we associate with one particular individual is perhaps more likely in particular regional settings, and less so in others. In what follows, I begin by outlining the historical elements of regional development that ought to be considered as important drivers of the reproduction of the observed variations in regional governance over time. I then situate the phenomenon of Boris Nemtsov in the particular constellations of regional variables propitious for nurturing non-conformist opinion—notably the development of Nizhniy’s centers of scientific research in which he studied and worked—while also highlighting the democratic proclivities of the Yaroslavl’ region, in which Nemtsov was elected as regional assembly deputy in 2013. A concluding section links the historical discussion about regional human capital to the wider debates about the role of the critical intelligentsia in keeping the hope of democracy in Russia alive.

			The Longue Durée of Regional Histories 

			Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, it did not take long for scholars to observe that the substantial democratic variations that emerged early on among Soviet-bloc states are also characteristics of Russia’s sub-national regions.7 In fact, it was the persona of the media darling Boris Nemtsov—the young governor who shaped the democratic politics of the Nizhniy Novgorod region—that made these variations appear to be ever more glaring. The democratic politics of Nizhegorodskaya under Nemtsov’s governorship—however messy and scandal-ridden8—nevertheless stood in stark contrast to the neo-Soviet, patrimonial, and corrupt regimes in the “ethnic” republics of Bashkortostan or Kalmykia; or to the conservative, nostalgic-Soviet, paternalistic politics in what quickly became known as the “Red belt,” “Russian”—that is, non-ethnically defined—oblasti. The ground-breaking indices of regional democracy composed by Nikolay Petrov and Alexey Titkov codified—in an innovative and highly systematic way—what was becoming known anecdotally about the democratic or authoritarian proclivities of particular regions.9 Nizhny already emerged in these indices close to the top end of Russia’s regional democratic achievers. The 1990s were the height of the dominance of transitology as the leading explanatory paradigm accounting for the emerging democratic variations among post-Soviet states. Scholarship on Russia’s regions influenced by the transitology paradigm tended to explain the emerging variations in regional governance in terms of pacts and choices made among key individuals in regional leadership positions.10 Others, however, were early on pointing to the significant Soviet-era structural legacies that may account for the particular regional elite constellations and the choices that these elites make in the context of democratic transition.11 Again, Nizhniy Novgorod featured in some of these analyses as a region in which the Soviet-era industrial structure made consensual-style, democratic politics more likely than in those regions where such Soviet-imposed structural preconditions had been lacking. More recent scholarship on post-communist democracy and development has encouraged scholars to transcend their preoccupation with “temporally shallow”12 causes and to more systematically explore how pre-communist histories might have a bearing on the long-term reproduction of variables that could be linked to spatial variations in democratic governance.13 Much of this literature has tended to analyze national-level variations, though there were some exceptions.14 Furthermore, recent research into the long-term influences of pre-communist legacies on post-communist democracy has mostly focused on Central European states. Russia has been curiously side-lined in this work, at best featuring as an observation in large-n national-level quantitative analyses.

			Barring a handful of recent studies by economic historians into particular aspects of regional development, such as serfdom,15 or the zemstvo movement,16 there has been little systematic sub-national scholarship on how the pre-communist development of Russia’s provinces could help us explain democratic—or autocratic—resilience in the regions. Research to date has tended to concentrate on a handful of regions; or to explore causal mechanisms contained within a particular historical era.17 There is an even greater paucity of research into how regional pre-communist histories may have interacted with the communist project, and how the complex multi-layered historical processes might, in turn, shed light on the developmental trajectories of particular regions.

			The specific feature of Russia’s regional development that I would like to highlight here is the inter-temporal resilience of human capital—and the institutions associated with the production and reproduction of human and cultural capital—transcending the distinct tsarist, communist, and post-communist periods and regime types. Already in the early 19th century, some regions of the Russian Empire that are now part of the Russian Federation possessed the beginnings of what would become some of the Empire’s more advanced schooling systems. In the course of the 19th century, universities were also established in several of the gubernii corresponding to the territories of the present-day Russian Federation. These institutions were, of course, the manifestations of wider modernization processes in tsarist Russia, which affected the various territories in a highly uneven fashion. These modernization variations had been conditioned by a complex bundle of variables ranging from the differences in the practices associated with peasant bondage; to geographic location in proximity to key transport arteries; to the discovery of important natural resources and concomitant processes of industrialization in particular gubernii.18 They were also conditioned by exogenous factors preceding industrialization, as would be the case with German settlers who had been invited by Catherine the Great to settle in the Volga area (povolzhye), and later settled also in Siberia, beginning in the 18th century.19 These German communities founded superb primary schools and gymnasia, while also providing the human capital pool for the nascent university system (as did other ethnic Germans, who had not been descendants of the settlers, but who had come to colonize Russia’s higher educational and research establishments as scholars and who are given credit for the Germanization of the Empire’s university system and research.20 When reading the novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The House of the Dead or the explorer George Kennan’s powerful Siberia and the Exile System, one is also reminded of the role of political exiles in creating small groups of cosmopolitan and highly educated communities—some transient, others leaving a profound mark on the local social-cultural milieu—in the most climatically harsh and undeveloped fringes of the Russian Empire.21 Consequently, as is illustrated by the results of the first Imperial Census of 1897, at the turn of the 19th-20th centuries, on the eve of the Bolshevik revolution, Russia featured glaring spatial variations in literacy levels among its provinces. Furthermore, while some gubernii were only beginning to develop universal basic schooling, others already possessed world-class institutions of learning and research. 

			To illustrate these patterns, I provide some statistics on literacy in imperial Russia’s gubernii and indicate where the more or less literate provinces ended up on regional democracy indices in the 1990s and early 2000s (Appendix, Table 1).22 The literacy statistics are sourced from Russia’s first imperial census of 1897,23 while the regional democracy data are compiled by Petrov and Titkov. In developmental scholarship, female literacy in particular is considered to be an important indicator of human capital and modernization considering the significance of literacy and education for female participation in the labor force, reproductive decisions, and the likelihood of transmission of values conducive to educational aspirations to children.24 Unsurprisingly, we observe that regions that had been most literate and ended up with comparatively high democracy scores are Moscow (56.3 overall literacy and 42.3 female literacy) and St. Petersburg (62.6 overall literacy and 51.5 female literacy).25 What is less known is that, for instance, Samara and Yaroslavl’, which had been considered among Russia’s most politically open regions in the post-communist period, also had among the highest literacy levels, and particularly female literacy, in the imperial period (22.1 and 14 percent; and 36 and 24 percent, respectively). In territories that had been during the imperial period part of what constitutes the present-day Nizhegorodskaya oblast, the overall literacy rate was 22 percent and female literacy was 11 percent. These figures are modest if one compares Russia to Western European states with far higher literacy levels at the turn of the 19th-early 20th centuries, yet they are significantly above literacy rates in a large number of imperial Russia’s other gubernii.

			Now let us look at regions that had been among the least literate in the imperial period, in terms of both overall literacy and female literacy. The North Caucasus republics clearly stand out—with literacy of less than 15 percent and with only 6 percent females listed as literate in some regions (Kabardino-Balkaria, North Ossetia)—though, among the less literate regions, one also finds Siberian territories, like Omsk and Novosibirsk, that remained comparatively under-developed at the time of the 1897 census when it comes to overall levels of human capital (as distinct from the educational credentials of the small communities of exiles or tsarist administrators), but have been considered comparatively democratic in the post-communist period. What is also interesting is that Central Russian regions that in terms of their post-communist electoral geography had been characterized as belonging to the “red belt” of conservative regions with paternalistic political tendencies also had at the time of the 1897 census low levels of literacy, female literacy in particular. For instance, in Orel, the overall and female literacy rates were 17.6 and 7.3 percent, respectively. In the “red belt” region of Briansk, overall literacy was 16.6 and female literacy was only 6.9 percent.

			Clearly, not all regions fit the pattern of high imperial literacy-high post-communist democracy, considering that a host of potential variables may impinge on regional democratic development. Nevertheless, systematic statistical analysis of the links between human capital and regional democratic variations suggests that the above-discussed patterns are non-random, in other words, that past literacy does have an effect on subsequent communist-era modernization, as well as on post-communist regional regime patterns.26

			The spatial variations in human capital were to pose significant challenges to the rulers of the new Bolshevik state who were desperate to not only stamp out illiteracy and develop more advanced forms of education throughout the country, but to find sufficiently qualified cadre—the so-called red teachers (krasnye uchitelya)—to assist the Bolsheviks in the attainment of these noble objectives.27 They also complicated the pursuit of the overall objective of the country’s rapid modernization. 

			The underlying assumption in some of the scholarship on Soviet regional development has been that the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 put a break on the reproduction of the above-discussed developmental—and, most importantly for this analysis, human capital—variations under the new order; and that the regional variations that we observe now are products of the spatially uneven application of the USSR’s industrialization drive.28 In fact, much of the earlier scholarship on communist-period regional development has tended to emphasize Soviet accomplishments in eliminating illiteracy, in building higher education, and in abolishing, or at least significantly reducing, the massive social inequalities that existed in the Tsarist period. 

			Thus, the claim of the creation of a New Soviet Man had been in some ways unreflectively internalized by scholars writing about Soviet modernization accomplishments. So has been apparently the notion that a new Soviet intelligentsia had been created, that is, an intelligentsia ostensibly untarnished by association with the old intelligentsia of educated or more or less privileged origin from the previous, tsarist order.29 Yet, the undisputable record of social elevation of large numbers of hitherto underprivileged and uneducated members of the lower orders—and their metamorphosis into the new intelligentsia—has often tended to obscure the immense role of the literate, better-educated, and often (though not always) relatively privileged members of the old intelligentsia in this process, and of the corresponding eventual acquisition of respectable status of this old intelligentsia and their descendants under the Soviet regime.

			The Soviets in fact built on the tsarist regime’s modernization foundations, employing the educated strata of the past order to further their grand social engineering and economic modernization projects.30 The historical narratives about Bolshevik rule are littered with images of vandalism and destruction—of palaces, churches, and mansions. Yet, one story that features less prominently in these narratives is about the scores of institutions manufacturing human capital that the Bolsheviks unashamedly appropriated, preserved, patched up, and expanded to serve the regime’s ambitious developmental objectives. It is little surprise then that territories corresponding to imperial gubernii with high concentrations of institutions of basic and advanced learning, or otherwise boasting high human capital development due to the long-term imperial-era modernization processes, also emerged as hubs of scientific endeavor and advanced industry in the communist period. So did those with perhaps more modest claim to being at the forefront of imperial education and scholarship—for instance, Ivanovo—but which due to the exogenous shock of war (the First World War during the Imperial period; and Secord World War during the Soviet period) ended up playing host, at first temporarily, and then permanently, to leading centers of learning or industry that had been evacuated from other regions for strategic reasons.31 

			Populating these institutions were real people, whose motivations for serving the communist regime were complex, but who played significant roles in the USSR’s modernization endeavor. Until the Stalinist purges of the 1930s, available records allow us, with some degree of certainty, to establish the extent of reproduction of the generally literate strata and, indeed, the intellectual crème de la crème of the imperial academic establishments in the institutions of learning, scientific, and cultural endeavor under the Bolshevik regime. For instance, we know that a significant proportion of gymnasia teachers, as well as academicians, in such top imperial-era establishments like the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, had previously worked in those imperial academic institutions and had been appropriated by the new regime to advance literacy, higher education, or science.32 The purges, of course, had an enormous toll on these educated strata of Soviet society.33 Not only did they represent the physical extermination of hundreds of thousands of innocent citizens, but they also displaced and uprooted scores of others. Yet, statistics compiled by T. H. Rigby provide some indication as to the degree of what may be termed post-purge “restoration” of individuals with “undesirable” social origins in party and governance structures and in professional occupations.34 For instance, the high proportion of “scientists” among post-purge, 1938-1939, party recruits suggests that many would have obtained their education under the old order—this would be in line with the policy of abandonment of rigid class-based criteria in admission to the party, and in advancement in the professions, by the late 1930s.35 Analyzing the imperial backgrounds of Soviet academics, the Russian historian Sergey Volkov notes: “The scientific milieu … corresponded the least to the Soviet understandings of ‘correct’ social origins;” this observation applied in particular to “physics, mathematics, and medicine.”36 Generally, some indication of the inter-generational reproduction of educational status, values, and preferences is provided by Sheila Fitzpatrick, Alex Inkeles and other leading scholars of Soviet politics, who documented the impetus of those who had been well-educated in the imperial era to transmit educational advantage to their offspring, even if, under the new order, in new form, name, and substance.37 The result had been a considerable degree of reproduction of social and professional identifications—with a corresponding set of value orientations—between two apparently vastly contrasting imperial and communist regimes.38

			In a recent paper, Tomila Lankina, Alexander Libman, and Anastassia Obydenkova, conceptualize the above-discussed social repositioning of the imperial regime’s educated strata under the new communist regime as a form of appropriation.39 Whether these individuals and their descendants became genuine converts to Marxist-Leninist faith, or simply professed enthusiasm for the new regime to get on with their lives and careers, many ended up joining the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). In fact, as a large body of sovietological scholarship testifies, the educated, upwardly mobile strata tended to be over-represented in the CPSU in proportion to the share of these groups in the USSR’s population.40 Some public opinion surveys conducted in the post-soviet period (and in various other post-communist states) suggest that, contrary to expectations of modernization theorizing, the highly educated former communist party members ended up espousing values less democratic than those who had never been party members during the communist period.41 These data might indicate that there was something about socialization within the party that had an undemocratic effect on value orientations; it may also point to the undemocratic effects of service to the communist regime more generally insofar as party membership may proxy for involvement with the political-managerial and governance side of Soviet professions.42 Paradoxically, those very same areas of present-day Russia that had been rich in human capital—and democratic potential—before the Bolshevik revolution of 1917, ended up becoming the more robust suppliers of educated party cadre; this in turn, as Lankina, Libman, and Obydenkova conjecture, would have a subversive effect on the democratic trajectories of particular regions in the post-communist period.

			So, if the appropriation and subversion thesis is correct, how, then, do we begin to explain why not all educated strata engaged in regime-reinforcing ideological dogma and professions? And what kind of a regional milieu would have been least conducive to the processes of democratic subversion-through-service discussed above? To address this question, I turn again to T.H. Rigby, whose work has been rather unjustly neglected in recent scholarship on the historical legacies of communism, but who provides the, in my view, still unsurpassed analysis of the professional, demographic, and social characteristics of the members of CPSU over time.43 As noted above, the highly educated professionals had been drawn to the party. Academia and research were not immune to this trend insofar as many academics and scientists represented the party’s “lay” membership—uninvolved with the party apparat, but possessing membership cards, usually for the purposes of career advancement. Specific branches of scholarship, however, stood out in their comparatively low statistics for membership in the USSR’s “leading and guiding force.” It is well-known that the hard sciences, in particular, had served as breeding grounds for the USSR’s dissident movement. Rigby’s statistics confirm that certain branches of scholarly endeavor had been indeed comparatively low party-saturated. The party records data that he cites are for the late 1940s, but they provide some illustration of what continued to represent a trend in party membership rates among scientists over time. For instance, while in 1947, a mere 17 percent of engineering professors were CPSU members, 58 percent of professors in the social sciences and philosophy possessed CPSU membership cards.44 

			Here, as the sociologist Georgi Derluguian notes, an element of self-selection is likely to have been at work, as those most critically-inclined towards the regime had been perhaps more likely to join the least-ideologically indoctrinated professions.45 Rigby also speculates that “first-rate” scientists valued by the regime for their contribution to the USSR’s stellar achievements had been perhaps also comparatively immune from the pressures of membership—and the administrative burdens that come with ritualized regime-reinforcing “public” activities associated with being a Komsomol or party member. Finally, the Russian historian Sergei Volkov highlights the element of the inter-generational reproduction of a particular mind-set amongst descendants of pre-Soviet academic intelligentsia that continued to discreetly hold on to their values while laboring in scientific environments far removed from the “ideological vanguard of communist construction.” He writes: 

			Despite the artificial nature of the soviet intellectual strata in general, in its midst had been preserved, or even newly formed, isolated strata and groups qualitatively different—and better—than the rest… I mean first and foremost the academic milieu and the sphere of military-technical research and development. In a number of the branches of these spheres, as is well-known, can be found the intellectual potential of world quality, at least in a professional sense. Having found themselves for a variety of reasons… outside of the sphere of rigid ideological control, these strata had partially succeeded in conserving the features characteristic of the normal intellectual elite. It is also characterized by a comparatively high level of self-reproduction. This is also the strata that had partially succeeded in preserving certain traditions of the pre-soviet intellectual layer of society.46 

			I conjecture that the social milieu propitious for democracy in post-communist Russia would be one situated around the kinds of islands of non-conformism discussed above, which would be, in turn, conditioned by the long-term historical legacies of development in particular regions; these islands would be also most immune to the pressures of communist-era appropriation that may have been more strongly felt by other comparatively well-developed areas. These would be also the kinds of spatial islands of critical thought and opinion that would generate support structures for Russia’s post-communist democratic movement. In the next section, I illustrate the various insights that I have sketched out above, about the temporal, spatial, and social dimension of the reproduction of imperial and communist legacies, based on the example of the Nizhniy Novgorod region, while also briefly highlighting the conditions similarly propitious for democratic resilience in the Yaroslavl’ region, where Nemtsov performed his final formal political role as deputy to the regional legislature. 

			The Nizhniy Novgorod Region and Boris Nemtsov 

			Territories of what is now the Nizhniy Novgorod region had been in the XIV century part of the independent Nizhegorodsko-Suzdal’skoe Principality. Located at the intersection of the Volga and Oka river basins and key transport arteries linking central Russia with the Urals and Siberia, Nizhniy Novgorod City, by the 19th century, emerged as a leading center of trade and commerce. From 1817, it played host to Russia’s largest market, the Makaryevskaya Trade Fair. In the Soviet period, Nizhniy Novgorod became a “hyper-industrial” region, surpassed only by the city of Moscow and the Moscow and Sverdlovsk oblasti in industrial production levels. While the region is well-known for its machine-building industries, a third of its industrial production during the Soviet period had been in the defense sector. The Nizhniy Novgorod region had been off-limits to foreigners during the Soviet period because it housed the highly secretive “numbered” towns like Arzamas-16 (Sarov), which abandoned its closed status only in 1995. As had been the case with the USSR’s other hubs that serviced the military-industrial complex, the Nizhniy Novgorod region became a leading center of scientific research. By the time of the USSR’s collapse, scientific research, education and services related to knowledge-production (along with culture and the arts) constituted the second largest area of employment in the oblast. 

			The Lobachevsky State University, in which Nemtsov studied, started its life as the Warsaw Polytechnic Institute named after Nicholas II. It had been founded in 1898 and was among Imperial Russia’s leading scientific establishments. Like the Ivanovo Polytechnic in the Ivanovo region (which ended up hosting the Riga Polytechnic Institute), the university had been evacuated to the region during the First World War. In 1916, it became Nizhniy Novgorod’s “People’s University.” Although the Institute had been an acquisition from Imperial Russia’s more advanced territories, the choice of Nizhniy as its new home had been influenced by a sustained campaign of the guberniya residents to raise funds for the relocation of the Institute’s staff and facilities to their region. Here, the tradition of metsenatstvo (philanthropy) in this historically trading region played a role as Nizhniy’s leading industrialists pooled funds to ensure that the project would be viable. The presence of relatively developed educational infrastructure and human capital pool, which would be leveraged during the early days of the polytechnic’s relocation, also played a role in the selection of Nizhniy as the Institute’s new home. When the Bolsheviks came to power, the Institute became the Nizhegorodsky Polytechnic Institute. In 1956, it was named after the feted Soviet mathematician Nikolay Lobachevsky.47 	

			The academic institution which Nemtsov joined as a student; and the Radio-physics Research Institute in which he subsequently worked as a scientist, would have been microcosms of the liberal hard sciences milieu that, as noted above, had been propitious to the nurturing of unconventional values and thought. These institutions would have been beneficiaries of the Bolshevik regime’s privileged treatment of the sciences that had been introduced from the outset of Soviet rule. As early as 1921, a Central Commission for the Improvement of the Livelihoods of Scientists was created, which provided, inter alia, for special akademicheskie payki (academic supplements); financial incentives in the form of premiums for academic publications and inventions had been also introduced. The greatest generosity had been shown towards those working in the “hard” sciences. A special 1921 decree essentially put scientists on a par with “workers” in status, which implied that they would not face discrimination due to their “undesirable,” bourgeois origins; this also implied that these individuals and their offspring would not face discrimination in university admissions (or even that they would get the same preferential treatment as those ascribed a “worker” category).48 In-depth studies of the bureaucratic politics of the USSR’s leading scientific institutions—an example of which would be Loren Graham’s study of the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg—highlight how they remained oases for the reproduction of scientific—and cultural—capital inherited from the imperial era, despite the pressures they faced in the form of the introduction of monitoring and supervision by mediocre party appratchiki. Derluguian provides an illustration of how communities of the liberal-minded would have been nurtured in institutions like the Lobachevsky University and the Radio-physics Research Institute even in the later decades of the Soviet period.49 The “hard” sciences represented, he writes, “the main breeding ground for liberal dissidents, . . . especially the advanced fields of nuclear research and space exploration. During the 1950s and 1970s, these scholarly communities [along with other professions like linguists] enjoyed privileged funding, exceptionally high public acclaim, and relatively unrestricted intellectual exchanges with their Western colleagues.” The pursuit of such “obscure interests… beyond the focus of official Marxist-Leninist ideology… helped to foster cohesive communities with a sense of professional dignity and kinship with the intellectual community outside the USSR. It is no small matter that such disciplines normally required a familiarity with esoteric concepts and at least a basic knowledge of foreign languages, which tended to deter administrative careerists.”

			The presence of a large community of intelligentsia, continuously nurtured in Nizhniy’s centers of learning and research, provided important foundations for Nizhniy’s perestroika-era democratic politics. As elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the origins of the region’s politically-transformative societal activism could be traced to the environmental movement, which often featured the scientific intelligentsia as activists, and it is not coincidental that Nemtsov’s political career began in Nizhniy’s environmental campaigns of the 1980s. It is also not coincidental that in this region, a democratic politician like Nemtsov stood a chance of resisting and checking the power of the former communist nomenklatura. A study that ranked Russia’s regions according to the degree of their involvement in EU-funded projects in the 1990s found Nizhniy Novgorod—a region formerly featuring cities that had been closed to foreigners—to be one of the most active regional participants in initiatives that involved EU-Russia civil society development and other democracy-promotion projects.50 Nemtsov’s sheer drive, determination, and charisma during his governorship had been undoubtedly instrumental in creating the policy windows for investment and public and private projects with external partners in the region. Yet, he also operated in a regional environment with the cultural, intellectual, and human capital that would make such politics and policies possible. 

			Nemtsov’s subsequent career outside of Nizhniy Novgorod further supports the argument developed above, namely that particular regions are propitious for both nurturing politicians like Nemtsov, while also serving as hubs of democratic resilience attracting “refugees” with high moral and political principle from more democratically “hostile” national or regional environments. I have noted already that in the imperial period, territories forming part of what is now Yaroslavl’ region were at the very top of imperial Russia’s literacy achievers, next only to Moscow and St. Petersburg and surrounding districts now in the Moscow and Leningrad oblasti; the scholars Nikolay Petrov and A. Mukhin note that already in the 18th century, Yaroslavl was imperial Russia’s major industrial center. In the early 1990s, they note, “Yaroslavl’ became a second after N. Novgorod Mecca for foreigners, the showcase of reforms of provincial Russia;” and a “bastion of democracy.”51 As Putin consolidated power and sought to undermine regional political pluralism by subordinating regional assemblies to loyalists affiliated with the pro-Kremlin United Russia party, Yaroslavl surprised even seasoned observers of regional politics by electing an opposition-supported candidate Yevgeniy Urlashov. Urlashov boasted a law degree from Yaroslavl University, one of the country’s oldest higher educational establishments and a successor to the Demidov School of Higher Sciences (Demidovskoye uchilishche vysshikh nauk) founded in 1803 during the reign of Alexander I. Nemtsov would subsequently courageously publicly defend Urlashov when he became subject to politically-motivated prosecution. Alexander Kynev, a leading expert on regional electoral politics referred to Ulrashov’s victory as among “the most stunning successes of the opposition in regional and local elections in Russia in recent years.”52 Other commentators likewise singled out Yaroslavl’ as an unusual example of how “the opposition, by uniting forces and capabilities, may not just calmly, but convincingly win in the elections—here, in Putin’s Russia, now, in the first year of Putin’s third term.”53 It is in Yaroslavl’ in 2013, that Nemtsov likewise impressed observers of regional politics by winning one seat in the regional assembly as lead candidate from the Party of People’s Freedom, formerly the Republican Party of Russia (RPR-PARNAS) declaring that “the freeing of the country from swindlers and thieves will start here in Yaroslavl;” and that “the dismembering of the Putin regime will start at the regional level.”54 

			Discussion

			The account presented above alerts us to the phenomenon of inter-temporal reproduction of particular regional societal microcosms that have endured decades of communist rule and continue to survive under the current authoritarian system. Where, then, does the agency of a transformational leader like Boris Nemtsov fit into this account? The concept of appropriation introduced earlier in the essay is useful here because it highlights how rationalist and adaptive impulses can dictate accommodation to a new regime by members of the past order that one would not expect to embrace the new regime. There remains, however, a minority, that will resist such impulses. As noted in this discussion, many educated members of the tsarist regime ended up joining the communist party, some even becoming true believers in the process. Likewise, we observe how many a prominent perestroika-era democrat or democratic commentator has now morphed into a tacit or even active and vocal apologist for the Putin regime. Fear, survival instincts, or perhaps a genuine change of political orientation would perhaps account for the remarkable metamorphosis of an apparently democratic leader into an endorser of Putin’s political propaganda; or a former liberal TV commentator into a host of a kitsch show on TV Rossiya.

			I have noted how some social/professional strata—even under a far more ideologically-indoctrinated and repressive—soviet—environment than the one found in present-day Russia—had been more likely to resist such forms of appropriation, and that perhaps an element of self-selection may have been at work in that those most principled and independent-minded would have navigated their way into a safe haven of sanity and moral integrity. Together, these individuals constitute the moral core of an apparently demoralized society, and represent the hope for change. Here it is appropriate to remind ourselves of the long-forgotten polemic between Seymour Martin Lipset and Richard Dobson, on the one hand, and Martin Mailia, on the other. Writing in the early 1970s, at the height of Communism in Russia, Lipset and Dobson sought to identify the common features shared by the non-conformist academic milieus in contexts as diverse as the United States and the Soviet Union. From amongst the educated strata, they distinguish specifically the “critical intelligentsia.” They write: 

			The critical intelligentsia is composed of those who not only have the ability to manipulate symbols with expertise, but who have also gained a reputation for commitment to general values and who have a broad evaluative outlook derived from such commitment. The characteristic orientation of these “generalizing intellectuals” is a critically evaluative one, a tendency to appraise in terms of general conceptions of the desirable, ideal conceptions which are thought to be universally applicable. Such generalizing intellectuals have been described by Lewis Coser as follows: Intellectuals exhibit in their activities a pronounced concern with the core values of society. They are the men who seek to provide moral standards and to maintain meaningful general symbols . . . Intellectuals are men who never seem satisfied with things as they are, with appeals to custom and usage. They question the truth of the moment in terms of higher and wider truth; they counter appeals to factuality by invoking the “impractical ought.” They consider themselves special custodians of abstract ideas like reason and justice and truth, jealous guardians of moral standards that are too often ignored in the market place and the houses of power.55

			Lipset and Dobson identify America’s and the USSR’s leading centers of academic research as the repositories and the producers of the critical intellectual. In the USSR, some examples of such hubs that they find notable, in particular, are the Moscow area towns of Dubna and Obninsk, and the science town, Akademgorodok, in Novosibirsk, with its over twenty specialized scientific institutions. Even within America’s top institutions, they argue, one finds those with an instinct to conserve the status quo. So it is also with Soviet centers of scientific innovation where the mediocre not unfrequently labor alongside the brilliant and the critical-minded. Nevertheless, it is within such leading spatial clusters of the production of knowledge that Lipset and Dobson saw strong potential for the germination of values ultimately corrosive of the Soviet regime. “While such settlements may serve to isolate scientists and scholars from the rest of the population, they also seem to afford a fertile setting for the gestation of critical thought, and they clearly pose new obstacles to the party’s persistent efforts to maintain ideological controls,” they write.56 In a response to Lipset and Dobson’s essay, Malia begged to disagree. The natural sciences, he argued, could be indeed singled out for relative non-conformism against the overall background of the “flat quality of Soviet intellectual life.”57 Yet, the critical intellectual who, like Andrei Sakharov, would dare to challenge the political system appears in Malia’s essay as more of an exception, not the rule in Soviet research establishments, while the picture of the general structure of USSR academia is presented as one that arguably discourages the germination of the kinds of critical faculties that may be characteristic of centers of research and innovation in some other settings.

			History, of course, proved Lipset and Dobson’s observations to be more prophetic than those of Malia’s. Not only did many academic intellectuals contribute to the democratization—and ultimate collapse—of the Soviet system,58 but, as any scholar of post-Soviet Russian regional politics would testify, it is the regions that had been hubs of knowledge production like Novosibirsk, Nizhniy, or St. Petersburg that have consistently ranked high in democratic ratings over the last twenty five years, and therefore could be considered as possessing latent potential for confronting the national political regime much like the science towns did during the Soviet period. 

			What is particularly important about the observations of Lipset and Dobson, and indeed those of Malia when he discusses the origins of the Russian intelligentsia, is the emphasis on the “pronounced concern with the core values of society,” rather than on the production of new knowledge per se. By many accounts, Nemtsov had been a first rate scientist.59 As vividly described by his press-secretary, he was no book-worm though, and not someone who could anchor his polemics in high-brow philosophical, literary, or ethics debates.60 His political biography, however, is testimony to consistency in adherence to high principle and code of conduct in that he continued to be a democrat long after it ceased to be fashionable, expedient, lucrative, and safe. Nemtsov’s life and political engagement is, of course, that of the un-appropriated—of the Soviet scientific intelligentsia that inherited the high moral credentials of its imperial antecedents—relatively immune to the pressures of daily reaffirmations of ideological dogma; and, later, during the times of Putinism, that of an almost quixotic figure, a romantic adhering to principles so at odds with the prevailing environment.

			I have chosen to take a broad-brush historical approach to explain how historically, because of their advanced levels of human capital development, some regions of Russia have tended to become both producers of the intelligentsia in the highest sense of the term, but also to attract—as refuge-seekers from other regions—the non-conformist, the sceptic, and the critical-minded. Putin’s federal recentralization drive, his neglect of Russia’s research and academic establishments, and the cultivation of an atmosphere of intolerance for political dissent are gradually chipping away at what remains of the “custodians” of high moral principle. Will such islands of democratic obstinacy survive in Russia? If the record of the decades of resilience of regional hubs of human capital that strides the imperial and communist periods is any guide, I would answer that question in the affirmative. Yet, we also know that it would take the agency of a new Boris Nemtsov to inspire and mobilize these latent forces.

			Appendix: Table 1. Regional democracy (Petrov-Titkov composite score for 1991-2001) and imperial-era literacy, 1897 census. 

			Note: Regions are sorted based on highest-to-lowest democracy scores.
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			The Nemtsov Vote:

			Public Opinion and Pro-Western Liberalism’s Decline in Russia

			Henry E. Hale

			George Washington University1

			Abstract: The political trajectory of Boris Nemtsov reflects that of unabashed pro-Western liberalism more generally in Russia, going from a strong political force in the 1990s to nearly complete political marginalization in 2015, the year of his death. An analysis of voting patterns in 2003, the only year Nemtsov personally led a political force on the ballot for a nationwide office, reveals that while many people supported core ideas advocated by Nemtsov, such as market reform, these did not systematically win him votes. Instead, these issues were successfully co-opted by Putin, backed by the Kremlin machine and state-controlled media. Nemtsov did successfully appeal to several constituencies that the Kremlin did not fully co-opt, including people who benefited from the 1990s reforms and advocates of “Western” democracy, but these were only small minorities of the population. While he had some success in Russia’s biggest cities and among youth, this analysis finds no evidence he was disproportionately supported by the business community or pro-oligarch voters.

			With Boris Nemtsov’s untimely and violent death in 2015, scholars were reminded of just how powerfully pro-Western liberal opposition has been marginalized in Russia during the era of Vladimir Putin.2 Often seen in the mid-1990s as a leading young voice for democracy, market reforms, and a Europe-leaning foreign policy who might one day challenge for the presidency, Nemtsov by the 2010s was widely regarded as a spent political force, out of step with Russian reality. Indeed, back in 1997 he held the post of first deputy prime minister and could boast 22 percent support for president, bested only by Communist leader Gennady Zyuganov’s 24 percent.3 But fifteen years later, his ratings in the race for Russia’s top job were near zero and another poll found that 46 percent of the population considered him a man “whose time has passed,” with only 11 percent still thinking his “time is yet to come.” Over a fifth of the population did not even recognize his name in 2012.4

			To whom did Nemtsov’s brand of pro-Western liberalism appeal during the Putin era? The answer is not merely of academic interest as we remember Nemtsov in this special journal issue marking the first anniversary of his passing. It also has implications for how we understand the Putin era in Russia more generally. Indeed, while some scholars have argued that Western-oriented liberalism lacked a base in Russian public opinion,5 surveys have consistently documented strong support for many important liberal ideas – including core principles of democracy and a market economy that would appear quite in line with what Nemtsov advocated – during the same period liberal parties have struggled.6 Key to pro-Western liberals’ political marginalization, then, is the question of why they were unable to mobilize votes among people who, surveys suggest, generally supported many of their ideas. While an obvious answer is Putin’s repressive apparatus,7 liberals’ marginalization occurred well before this apparatus had come full flower; repression is thus a better explanation for why liberalism has not come back than for why it became marginal in the first place. To explain the political demise of pro-Western liberal forces in Russia, therefore, it becomes important not only to identify which views they shared with the electorate, but to identify which of the appeals they made were able to win them votes in the face of competition (including pressure from the Kremlin) and which were not.

			Accordingly, the following pages examine patterns in Nemtsov’s electorate during the only episode in which he actually appeared on the ballot for a nationwide office as the top leader of a political force, in 2003, prior to the maturing of Putin’s political machine. It finds that among the constituencies to which Nemtsov appealed, he was able to win votes disproportionately from youth, residents of Russia’s very largest cities, ethnic minorities, and proponents of Western democracy. But despite his calls for market reform and a Western foreign policy orientation, people who supported these values were generally no more likely to vote for him than were others. Nor did he, as some believed, appeal mainly to people who identified with big business, small business, or the middle class. These findings are consistent with the argument that the decline of Nemtsov’s variety of pro-Western liberalism in Russia owes in large part to Putin’s ability early on to co-opt some of liberalism’s most popular ideas while leaving people like Nemtsov with less promising sources of appeal, a co-optation that could be enforced and deepened as the Kremlin’s ability to repress and manipulate politics developed.8

			Nemtsov’s 2003 Duma Campaign as Electoral Career Pinnacle

			Despite being regularly in the discussion about possible future presidents, Nemtsov never pursued such a run to the end. Through the mid-late 1990s, he was a loyal man of then-incumbent Boris Yeltsin. His ratings in the presidential race began to soar with his rise to the central government in early 1997, but his time in power did not serve him well as economic problems continued and he became embroiled in certain scandals, as described elsewhere in this special issue. He staged a remarkable political comeback in 1999 atop the newly formed Union of Right Forces (Soiuz pravykh sil, or SPS), which surged into parliament with a surprisingly strong 9 percent of the party-list vote, good enough for fourth place. But he was only the second figure on this party list, with top honors going to former Prime Minister Sergei Kirienko, and in any case SPS benefited by hitching itself to the fast-rising star of then-Prime Minister Putin, whom Yeltsin had already anointed his preferred successor.9

			Nemtsov shifted into what he called “strict opposition” to federal authorities shortly after Putin’s election as president in 2000, criticizing among other things Putin’s efforts to take control over television,10 though he at other times cautioned that his opposition was “constructive” and would not be oriented to harsh criticism of Putin.11 Thus when the topic of the approaching 2004 presidential election came up, Nemtsov told a group of students that “A realistic prognosis with a high degree of probability is that the president in 2004 will be Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.” Consequently, Nemtsov went on to say, he did not want to “set up for myself a masochistic experiment, ‘how many votes will I get?’”12 Instead, he would concentrate on winning the 2003 parliamentary elections for a liberal force on the political right.

			This 2003 election can in some sense be seen as the pinnacle of Nemtsov’s participation in elections. It was only then that he ever led a political force in a nationwide campaign that made it onto the ballot. He personally topped the SPS party list, which accentuated relatively young, pro-market politicians and also included businesswoman-politician Irina Khakamada and Yeltsin’s “privatization tsar” Anatoly Chubais in its “troika” of lead candidates. Nemtsov brashly declared this the “party of winners” as opposed to the party of “losers” from the reforms of the 1990s, such as the Communist Party and the intelligentsia represented by a rival pro-market force, the Yabloko Party. “The task that we set before ourselves is the following: We have conducted reforms from which 20 million Russians came to live better. Now it is necessary to conduct reforms from which the majority will benefit,” Nemtsov declared in June 2003.13

			Ultimately, the party fell just short of the 5 percent needed in the party-list voting to form a delegation in the Duma, and in an interview shortly afterwards Nemtsov gave two reasons for this defeat. Most importantly, he said, the party failed to take a clear stance on whether to oppose or support Putin, with Nemtsov personally inclined to oppose him but Chubais leading a large group in the party who thought it best to back the incumbent president given Putin’s continued advocacy of pro-market reforms. Nemtsov also blamed the dramatic arrest of Mikhail Khodorkovsky less than two months before the voting; he said SPS did the right thing by criticizing this move but at the cost of “another million votes” because the “oligarch” was quite unpopular and widely believed guilty.14

			Nemtsov was never again the primary leader of a run for nationwide office in an election. For the 2008 presidential contest, he was initially nominated by SPS, but withdrew in December 2007, in favor of former Prime Minister Mikhail Kasianov, who had joined the “democratic” camp after having served under Putin a few years earlier.15 Presumably Nemtsov’s thinking was influenced by polls such as one by the respected Levada Center that had been reported just a few days earlier: Only one percent supported Nemtsov in the presidential race.16 SPS – badly split between those who favored cooperation with the Kremlin for the sake of economic reforms and those who advocated strong opposition largely over the Kremlin’s expanding authoritarianism – then dissolved itself in late 2008 to meld into a new party called Right Cause (Pravoe Delo) that was widely considered a Kremlin project. Nemtsov strongly resisted this move.17 After this point, Nemtsov became a central figure in a small but vigorous anti-Putin movement, taking on various leadership roles in organizations of various names ranging from Committee 2008-Free Choice to Solidarity to the Party of National Freedom, though these never made it onto a national ballot. 

			Perhaps ironically, while Nemtsov was among the first to be arrested for protesting against fraud in the 2011 Duma election,18 just a few days later absolutely massive protests erupted that ultimately catapulted new figures to the forefront of the democracy movement, notably Aleksei Navalny. Thus while the majority of those who recognized Nemtsov’s name in the first half of 2012 saw him as a figure of the past rather than the future, the majority of those who knew enough about Navalny to venture an answer categorized him as a man whose time was yet to come (though two-thirds still did not know him). Nemtsov was even more clearly eclipsed on this particular metric by oligarch-turned-politician Mikhail Prokhorov, who claimed to support liberal, especially pro-market values and was seen in 2012 as someone whose time was yet to come by over 60 percent of respondents.19 And of course, by early 2015, any political future Nemtsov had was taken violently from him.

			Research Design

			To examine sources of Nemtsov’s appeal, it makes sense to consider patterns of support for him when he was at his electoral pinnacle and when he personally was the leader of an electoral force for which people could vote, as he was as the leader of SPS’s list of candidates in the 2003 Duma race. While it might be interesting as well to consider what underlay his standing when he was at the peak of his national popularity in 1997, I do not have at my disposal opinion data that would capture this and that would also include a full range of variables necessary for pinpointing where exactly he stood out from other candidates in potential voters’ minds. One might also consider examining support for his potential candidacy for president in 2004, but the surveys around this time find that hardly anyone wanted him in Russia’s top job then; in the dataset used here, only four people in the entire survey sample said they would vote for him, a figure representing not even half of one percent of the population.20 Obviously, this makes a meaningful statistical analysis impossible. The 2003 Duma election, though, does supply a useful opportunity for data analysis since SPS under Nemtsov’s leadership received a small but substantial share of the vote, 4 percent, according to official results.21 The primary complication, of course, is that a vote for SPS was not a vote for Nemtsov alone but also for the others on his party’s list. This is as close as we are likely to come to a nationwide vote for Nemtsov personally, however, and in any case the SPS project at a minimum reflects Nemtsov’s taking “ownership” of a particular list of candidates and all the compromises this entailed.

			Making this study possible is a survey taken of the Russian Federation’s population shortly after the December 7, 2003, Duma election designed specifically to study voting patterns. In the field from December 19, 2003, through February 15, 2004, this survey is part of the Russian Election Studies series (referred to here as the 2003-04 RES Survey) and was designed to be nationally representative, with 1,648 adult Russian citizens selected using a multistage area probability sampling strategy and then being interviewed face to face.22

			The pages that follow thus analyze patterns among people who told interviewers they had voted for Nemtsov’s SPS in the 2003 Duma election, including an analysis of what systematically distinguished SPS voters from all other election participants.23 This builds on an earlier study by the author that examined the correlates of voting for all the main parties in the 2003 Duma election using these same surveys but that did not focus on SPS and so used a different statistical model with a different set of variables that did not include all of the ones considered here.24 When focusing a regression analysis specifically on SPS, however, one must take into account that only 30 of the 1,648 respondents in the sample reported having voted for it, generating an estimate that 2.8 percent of the population voted for Nemtsov’s party in 2003 (this reflects a slight underreporting for non-winning parties that is typical for post-election surveys and that is unlikely to impact the analysis much).25 This matters for methodology because when outcomes are so rare in a dataset, estimates of statistical significance can be biased. For this reason, the results from an ordinary logit regression model (designed specifically for studying binary outcomes) are reported first, then they are double-checked using a “rare events logit” model specifically designed to correct for this bias but that does not lend itself as readily to clear graphic presentation.26

			Who Were Nemtsov’s Voters in 2003?

			At the outset, it is useful to examine how the Russian population evaluated Nemtsov as a leader in 2003-04. Figure 1 reports the share of people who replied “yes” or “probably yes” when asked whether Nemtsov was “an intelligent and knowledgeable person,” was “a strong leader,” was “an honest and trustworthy person,” and “really cares about people like you,” comparing these result to those when people were asked about close Putin associate Boris Gryzlov, who at the time was the formal leader of Putin’s United Russia Party that was competing against SPS in the 2003 parliamentary election. As can be seen, Nemtsov scored relatively high marks on intelligence, with over a majority attributing this quality to him. But he fared much worse on other aspects of leadership, in particular being widely viewed as dishonest and unsympathetic to ordinary people’s concerns. As can be seen, even someone widely regarded as a Putin lackey, Gryzlov, bested Nemtsov on each of these qualities across the whole Russian population. This particular survey did not ask about Putin, but the same respondents were asked about Putin a few months later and perhaps needless to say, his ratings on each item were overwhelmingly positive.27

			Figure 1. Percent Seeing Different Leadership Qualities in Nemtsov and Gryzlov, December 2003-February 2004
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			Even though not many voters rated Nemtsov positively on all four items, it is clear that many who did think well of him chose not to vote for his party in 2003. So who in the end were his voters? Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 look only at those who said they voted for SPS and breaks them down among a variety of characteristics that have often been found to separate candidates from one another in elections.28 Starting with the demographic breakdown presented in Figure 2, we observe that a majority of Nemtsov’s voters in this election were from the top quintile of population centers (that is, Russia’s biggest cities29), possessed a higher education degree, were women, and claimed Russian30 ethnicity. Not all of these are surprising, of course; for example, the vast majority of Russia’s population consists of Russians. Thus it may be more meaningful to observe how SPS voters differed from the overall pool of Russian voters, and here we see SPS voters most clearly standing out for being from large urban areas and for having higher education. While only 48 percent of Nemtsov’s electorate were age 39 or under, this was still a far larger share of youth than was in the voting population as a whole (30 percent). As for geography, SPS drew more lightly from Russia’s southern31 and eastern32 populations than did other parties taken together.

			Figure 2. Demographic Breakdown (%) of SPS Voters Compared with All Voters
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			Turning now to other features of Nemtsov’s electorate as summarized in Figures 3-5, only two comprise a majority of SPS voters: self-identification as “youth” (62 percent of SPS voters) and support for continuing and deepening market-oriented economic reforms (83 percent of SPS voters).33 The youth result is interesting: This survey question gave respondents a list of 14 different social categories and asked them “to which of the suggested groups you feel particularly close,” allowing them to choose more than one. The categories reported in Figure 4 included “the younger generation,” “the middle class,” “small enterprises,” and “big entrepreneurs.” The fact that more youth-identified people wound up in the SPS electorate than people who were actually under 40 suggests that Nemtsov was not simply attracting people on the basis of their age, but on the basis of an identification with the energy and promise of a rising generation. Indeed, it is noteworthy that SPS relied on this category of people far more heavily than did the combined set of other parties. While market supporters make up a majority of the electorate as a whole and not just a majority of SPS supporters, Nemtsov’s voters consisted much more uniformly of pro-marketeers than did the electorate as a whole.

			Figure 3. Share of SPS Voters by Material Condition Compared with All Voters
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			Figure 4. Share of SPS Voters by Identification with Certain Social Groups Compared with All Voters
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			Figure 5. Share of SPS Voters by Issue Positions Compared with All Voters
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			None of the other categories of people considered here made up a majority of SPS voters, but we do find several that wound up disproportionately in Nemtsov’s camp in the 2003 election. The most pronounced of these is the set of people who declared that they had benefited more than they had lost from the reforms of the 1990s.34 While such people comprised 42 percent of those casting a ballot for the Union of Right Forces, they were only 13 percent of the electorate as a whole. It also may be noteworthy that while only 23 percent of Nemtsov backers in this election expressed support for Western-style democracy, this was the choice of only 7 percent of all voters.35 SPS voters also appear to have consisted more of people identifying with small business (21 percent) than the nationwide electorate (9 percent). SPS did not stand out much from Russia’s whole set of voters in terms of affluence,36 whether their families’ economic positions had improved over the past year,37 whether they thought Russia’s economy as a whole had improved over the past year,38 whether they identified with big business, what they thought should be done with the oligarchs,39 and whether the West should be treated as a friend.40

			Correlates of the 2003 Vote for Nemtsov’s SPS

			While the preceding section has painted a certain profile of Nemtsov’s electorate in the 2003 Duma election, more rigor is required before we can make meaningful judgments as to which factors systematically won him votes. This rigor is provided by the logit regression analysis described above, a technique designed to identify patterns in the data and assess the degree of confidence with which we can conclude that two variables are related. In this case, we want to know which of all the factors discussed above tended to make someone more likely to cast a vote for Nemtsov’s Union of Right Forces, and we would also like to know the magnitude of each factor’s impact. Since we know that demographic variables often influence voting patterns both directly and indirectly (through other variables), we calculate our estimates of basic demographic variables like age and gender by themselves (controlling only for each other) and then we estimate the impact of the other variables in an equation that contains all variables, including the demographic ones as controls.41 The results are reported in graphic form rather than a table full of numbers for ease of interpretation.42 To check for possible bias resulting from the rarity of voting for SPS in the dataset, as noted above, a rare event logit analysis is also conducted and its results noted in the few cases where its results differ from the standard logit results; a standard logit statistical model nevertheless forms the foundation of this study due to its ease of graphic presentation and the fact that the results do not differ much from the rare events logit analysis.

			Figure 6 reports the findings from the standard logit regression analysis of demographic factors. For each factor listed on the left-hand side of the figure (the Y axis), the dot represents the estimate as to how much a one-unit change in that factor increases the probability of voting for Nemtsov’s SPS. Such estimates are called marginal effects. The lines on either side of the dot span the margin of error, or the range of values in which we estimate with 95-percent confidence that the true value lies. Perhaps the most important consideration here is whether the value of zero (an estimate that the factor has no effect on voting for SPS) falls within the 95-percent confidence interval. If zero falls within this interval, then we consider the factor not to impact voting for SPS because we cannot rule out the possibility of zero effect with at least 95-percent confidence, a strict but widely used standard for statistical analyses (that is, we say it is not statistically significant). Thus the most important findings will be those that are statistically significant, where the entire range spanned by the dot and its “whiskers” falls either to the right or the left of zero, which is depicted by a vertical line in the graph.

			Figure 6. Effects on Probability of Vote for Nemtsov’s SPS 2003 (Demographic Factors, 95% Confidence Intervals)
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			In the case of Figure 6, therefore, we see that only two demographic variables are clearly significantly correlated with voting for Nemtsov’s SPS: community size and education. Age comes very close, however, and would pass a 94-percent significance test; moreover, the rare events logit analysis finds that it, in fact, passes the 95-percent significance test, thus it will be considered significant in what follows. Thus turning first to age, the graph tells us when people become ten years older, they become 5.7 percent less likely to cast a vote for SPS, on average. SPS is confirmed, therefore, to mobilize younger voters more than older ones. As for the size of the population in the city or town where one lives, we find that moving from a lower quintile to the next higher quintile makes one on average 1.4 percent more likely to vote for SPS, an effect that sounds a little more impressive if worded as follows: moving from the smallest sort of community to the largest makes one about 6 percent more likely to back Nemtsov’s Union of Right Forces. And moving up a notch on the educational scale43 makes a person 1.2 percent more likely to fill out one’s ballot for Nemtsov’s party.

			Figure 7. Effects on Probability of Vote for Nemtsov’s SPS 2003 (Economic Factors, 95% Confidence Intervals)
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			Figure 7 shifts the focus to factors directly related to the economy. The strongest finding here is that, as Nemtsov had hoped in 2003, people who believed that they had personally won more than they had lost from the reforms he had overseen in the 1990s did reward him politically.44 The problems for Nemtsov, however, were twofold. First, winners were only about 3 percent more likely to vote for SPS than were others, and second, Figure 3 above shows that only a small share of Russia’s voters placed themselves in the category of economic reform winners. While the regular logit analysis reported in Figure 7 indicates that people who believed Russia’s economy had been on the rise over the preceding year were slightly more likely to vote for SPS, the rare events check finds that in fact this apparent effect is insignificant. People who believed that their own situation or Russia’s economy were improving over the past twelve months, therefore, do not appear to have rewarded Nemtsov. While SPS was sometimes portrayed by its opponents as the party of the super-rich, this analysis finds that the affluent were no more likely to vote for it than for other parties.

			Figure 8. Effects on Probability of Vote for Nemtsov’s SPS 2003 (Social Identity Factors, 95% Confidence Intervals)
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			Nemtsov often championed the middle class and small business in his political rhetoric, but the statistical analysis reported in Figure 8 shows that people who self-identified with the middle class were no more likely to vote for him than anyone else and that the same was true of people who felt close to the small business community. At the same time, however, his critics did not appear to be correct that people identifying with Russia’s big business elite tended to be SPS supporters. Where Nemtsov did appear to have strong appeal on an identity basis, however, was among people who considered themselves part of the young generation. While the ordinary logit results in Figure 8 indicate that this result barely fails to pass the 95-percent confidence standard (clocking in at 94-percent confidence), the rare events logit check concludes that this relationship is in fact significant even at the very strict 99-percent level. Importantly, this result holds while controlling for actual age, indicating that what may have mattered most was an identification with youthfulness that was not necessarily dependent on one’s actual years and that Nemtsov himself displayed up until the very end at age 55.

			Figure 9. Effects on Probability of Vote for Nemtsov’s SPS 2003 (Issue Positions, 95% Confidence Intervals)
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			While Nemtsov was very outspoken in his political views, Figure 9 indicates that these were not significant generators of votes for SPS in 2003. People who believed that Russia should treat the West as a friend were no more likely to vote for his party than others. The same is true of people who supported continuing and deepening market reform. Consistent with findings presented above, the statistical analysis also finds that people who were most sympathetic to the oligarchs, thinking they should be essentially left alone by the state and not forced to pay more taxes or be jailed, did not stand out as Union of Right Forces supporters. The only issue position on which Nemtsov is found here to win support is his open advocacy of Western-style democracy: People supportive of this form of government are found to be about 2.5 percent more likely to have cast a ballot for SPS. The rare events check for possible bias finds that this result actually does not quite meet the 95-percent confidence standard, but still reports that it is quite close and would pass a 93-percent confidence requirement.

			Implications and Conclusion

			Overall, this analysis of voting patterns in the one national election where Nemtsov led a political force onto the ballot, the Duma election of 2003, disconfirms some common wisdom about this politician at the same time that it confirms other widely help suppositions. It generally weighs against arguments that Nemtsov was the candidate of the super-wealthy or those who favored the big business that flourished under his watch as first deputy prime minister. His supporters also did not stand out significantly from others for their pro-market agenda or a clear Western foreign policy orientation, positions that are sometimes thought to underlie Nemtsov’s (albeit narrow) appeal. Nor were Nemtsov and his team given credit in the elections for positive economic performance during 2002-03; people who saw economic improvement either for themselves or for the country as a whole did not favor SPS more or less than other parties on average. The analysis strongly supports, however, the notions that Nemtsov had a certain generational appeal to the young at heart, that he was rewarded by those who thought they had benefited personally from his reforms, that his supporters tended to be highly educated and concentrated in major urban centers, and that he stood out among voters for supporting Western-style democracy in Russia.

			This broad pattern of findings does shed new light on why Nemtsov and others of like mind failed to establish a firm pro-Western liberal foothold at the start of the Putin era, unable to resist political marginalization as the Kremlin’s power juggernaut matured. For one thing, the traits found here to reliably generate votes for him were all minority traits in the Russia of the 2000s, often quite tiny minority traits. As was reported in Figures 2-5, only small shares of Russia’s population thought they had mostly won from the 1990s reforms, supported explicitly Western-style democracy, identified as youth, were actually under 30, had higher education, and lived in the very largest Russian cities. And the “yield” SPS received even on these issues was rather small, with the effects reported above rarely exceeding a change in voting probability of more than 5 percent, even when the entire range of the variable is considered. At the same time, when we turn to the positions Nemtsov advocated that arguably held the most potential to win votes – especially advocacy of a general market orientation and claiming credit for laying the foundation for the economic improvement Russia was experiencing in the 2000s – we see that these are positions other research has found strongly benefited Putin and his United Russia Party in elections and public opinion more generally.45

			In other words, while large parts of the population backed a market economic orientation and approved of the direction the economy was headed in 2003, these people generally turned to Putin’s team rather than Nemtsov’s to be their representatives in the state. In effect, Putin stole the pro-Western liberals’ electoral thunder on the issues that mattered most, leaving them to win votes primarily on the basis of ideas and positions with much lower electoral potential. Indeed, Putin’s co-optation of the market reform issue encouraged many self-professed pro-Western liberals like Anatoly Chubais to back Putin for president repeatedly and ultimately precipitated a major split in SPS, which only added to their marginalization. Indeed, of the small number of people who voted for SPS in December 2003, a remarkable 71 percent are found to have cast their ballots for Vladimir Putin in the March 2004 presidential race—even though Nemtsov’s number two on the SPS ticket, Irina Khakamada, was herself a candidate for president.46

			All this is consistent with a logic suggesting that Putin’s continued dominance is not simply about the repressive environment that some hold responsible for Nemtsov’s physical death. It is also about a carefully managed effort to occupy the most politically lucrative political spaces in the country, allowing oppositions to exist and sometimes even get on the ballot for major contests, but primarily when they occupy niches that are not seen to be threatening. While this electoral ghettoization had already largely occurred even before Putin’s Kremlin fully controlled Russia’s political system and mass media, this control surely helped ensure that this was never reversed under Putin’s watch.47

			By the latter 2000s, however, even such effectively marginalized forces as Nemtsov’s appeared to have become too much of a risk for the Kremlin to tolerate, with the latter keeping the former off the most important ballots even when Putin appeared most invincible. Simple repression was increasingly dominating manipulation and co-optation as the central regime strategy against its fiercest political opponents.48 Whether Nemtsov’s 2015 murder is part of this ever-escalating sense of risk-aversion, even if the unwanted action of an overeager friend instead of a direct order, may never be known for certain.
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			Abstract: This article begins with an analysis of Boris Nemtsov’s critical contribution to the Sochi Olympics debate and then projects it onto a wider discourse about mega-events in Russia. Being a native of Sochi, Nemtsov followed the issues related to its transformation into an Olympic city, and even ran for mayor in 2009. In 2013 he co-authored a widely circulated report, “Winter Olympics in the Sub-tropics,” in which he raised substantial issues about transparency and accountability that remain relevant after the Olympics. Nemtsov’s analysis remains an important reference point for critical discourses that put an emphasis on corruption, mismanagement and societal risks associated with global sports events in authoritarian countries. In conclusion, the authors examine the plethora of critical Olympic discourses related to the nature of the current political regime in Russia as well as the policies pursued by global sports institutions.   

			The Sochi Winter Olympics of 2014 were a momentous element in the ongoing process of Russian identity-making, with political narratives often trumping discussions about sports as such. In the opinion of foreign observers, “these Olympics are about politics as well as sports.”1 Due to its strong political accents, the Sochi Games became a linchpin of different practices of governance, on the one hand, and policies of contestation and resistance, on the other. 

			The voice of Boris Nemtsov, a leader of the anti-Putin movement, who – rather symbolically – was born in Sochi, was one of the loudest among skeptics of the Games’ official celebratory narrative. He contested the rationale of the Sochi Olympic project mainly on grounds of corruption charges, mass-scale embezzlement, administrative inefficiency and mismanagement. Among these topics is where the two research questions we are going to address in this paper unfold: What political strings did he pull by critically addressing a plethora of financial and economic issues? and What academic concepts are needed for understanding the deeply political nature of his anti-corruption campaigning?  

			To address these questions, we intend to analyze Nemtsov’s contribution to the Olympic debate not only from the viewpoint of his public activism, but also in terms of some concepts embedded in different political theories. Although Nemtsov himself was a policy practitioner, this article seeks to inscribe the discourse originated from his public campaigning into academic conceptualizations that might shed light on his legacy as seen from a wider perspective of post-Soviet transformations in Russia. More specifically, we deploy Nemtsov’s Olympic narrative in a zone of conflictual interactions of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses. It appears obvious that, as seen from a political perspective, Nemtsov is strongly grounded in the latter, being one of the most outstanding critics of the Putin regime. Yet what seems to be consensual and almost evident, might turn into a puzzle deserving a subtler academic analysis. Given the blurred boundary between the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses (often reminiscent of a “line in the sand”), we argue that we need fine-tuned conceptual reference points to substantiate the counter-hegemonic dispositions of Nemtsov’s narrative. We find these points in the two binaries of inclusion and exclusion, and norms and exceptions. More specifically, we interpret the counter-hegemonic potential of Nemtsov’s narrative as rooted in his intention to challenge two pillars of Putin’s concept of sovereignty - a) the ability to define the criteria for inclusion in (and thus exclusion from) Russia as a political community, and b) the rule by exceptions, as opposed to the rule by norms. 

			We next show how the two dichotomies can be used to analyze Nemtsov’s Olympic discourse. One way would be to look at them through the prism of an important linkage between global institutions and authoritarian regimes, duly articulated by Nemtsov. Another way of using the abovementioned dichotomies is through discussing the uneasy correlation between soft power and hard power, as exemplified by Nemtsov’s take on linking the Sochi Olympics and the annexation of Crimea in one explanatory framework of analyzing the mechanisms of power under Putin’s rule.

			Empirically, we base our analysis on two reports co-authored and widely publicized by Boris Nemtsov - “Sochi and the Olympics” (co-authored with Vladimir Milov, 2009) and “The Winter Olympics in Subtropics” (co-authored with Leonid Martyniuk, 2013). To these two texts we add dozens of his interviews, available both in written form and video-recorded over the last six years, in which he elaborated on, and further promoted, his main arguments. We also include in our empirical base media and Internet materials reflecting Nemtsov’s campaign for mayor of Sochi in 2009, which appears to be an important element in developing his critical attitudes towards the Games and in articulating most of the issues that became topical a few years later.

			Nemtsov at the Crossroads of Hegemony and Counter-hegemony 

			In this section we argue that Boris Nemtsov’s engagement with the Sochi Olympic discourse has to be viewed as part of political collisions between hegemonic (i.e. official and Kremlin-generated) and counter-hegemonic/oppositional discourses. Unlike authors who reduce the political meanings of the Olympics to its potential for boosting “sports nationalism” and demonstrating “national superiority,”2 we venture to explain the political logic of the Sochi Games from the viewpoint of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses clashing with – but also imbricating – each other, and deploy Nemtsov’s narrative in this dichotomous frame. Of course, his contribution to counter-hegemonic strategies was enormous, but a deeper contextualization of his narrative might elucidate and bring up new facets of the interrelationship between hegemony and counter-hegemony. 

			There are several ways in which the lines between the two are blurred. First, the anti-corruption momentum, key for Nemtsov’s Olympic skepticism, was to some extent appropriated by the Kremlin, which agrees that the problem exists and from time to time launches campaigns for bringing corrupt public servants to trial. In particular, Putin’s dismissal of Akhmed Bilalov, the head of The Resorts of the Northern Caucasus company,3 for mismanagement of construction works in Sochi, attests to the possible – though always only partial – absorption of the anti-corruption discourse by officialdom. 

			Second, Nemtsov used to present himself as an experienced regional leader (governor in Nizhny Novgorod and later a member of the legislature in Yaroslavl’ oblast) and a federal politician. It is telling, for example, that the cover of the report “Sochi and the Olympiad” presents its co-authors, Boris Nemtsov and Vladimir Milov, as holders of important positions in the Russian government in the past - first deputy prime minister (1997-1998) and deputy minister of energy (2002), respectively. 

			As former public servants, they had to find a delicate balance between unveiling the shadow economy of the exorbitantly costly Olympic show, on the one hand, and supporting the idea of the Games in Russia, on the other. Being aware of the dangers of rejecting this idea as such, the two co-authors explicitly affirmed: “We, as many Russians, would like Russia to successfully host these Games. We are in favor of the Olympiad.”4 The main alternative to the official Olympic plan that they proposed was rather technical – the decentralization of the Games, i.e. moving most of the sporting events away from Sochi to other Russian cities with sports infrastructure much better prepared for hosting winter events, including Moscow, St. Petersburg, Kazan, Yaroslavl, Cheliabinsk, Khanty-Mansiisk, Ufa, Novosibirsk, and Saransk.5 

			Third, a paradoxical common ground that Nemstov shared with Putin can be found in the concept of hegemonic masculinity. There are lots of recent works analyzing Putin’s regime in gender and biopolitical terms.6 As Valerie Sperling demonstrates, the same characteristics are also inherent for Russian counter-discourses, including activist art protest, as exemplified, for instance, by the Pussy Riot group.7 Yet in contrast to the latter, homophobic exposures and LGBT issues were never high in Nemtsov’s critical agenda. He lambasted corruption, ecological degradation and human rights violations from a viewpoint of hegemonic masculinity deeply rooted in a patriarchal society. In 2011 he made some sexist and homophobic remarks toward Evgenia Chirikova, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, Leonid Parfenov and other liberals as “lesbians, bitches and faggots.”8 His later pronouncements were more balanced: in particular, in a Livejournal post in February 2013, he reacted to the infamous adoption of the anti-gay propaganda law by saying that he could not be silent about this “rascals’ law.”9 

			Internationally, the most visible element of the anti-Sochi protests was the LGBT campaign against the anti-gay propaganda law. “The Winter Olympic Games … are sure to be a site of protests and demonstrations, thanks to myriad issues with human rights, especially Russia’s controversial anti-LGBT propaganda law,”10 a Western journalist asserted on the eve of the opening ceremony. Yet Nemtsov’s public exposure of his macho life style (“I am a hetero, I love women”11) prevented him from embracing strong corporeal rhetoric for challenging Putin’s regime. In terms of both the sovereign power and Nemtsov’s discourse, holding the hegemonic masculine position means reducing the significance of such issues as LGBT or feminist claims for emancipation. In his revelatory public campaigning against corruption at the Sochi Olympics, he preferred to distance himself from the LGBT protest; similarly, he remained indifferent to the international attempts to promote another high profile issue – the Circassian genocide.12 This analysis demonstrates the flexibility of boundaries between the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses, as well as an inner hierarchy constitutive for each of them. 

			The Inclusion/Exclusion Game

			This fuzzy line between hegemony and counter-hegemony may serve as a starting point for claiming that Nemtsov’s Olympic counter-strategy was double-tracked. On the surface, it was premised on a set of rational and calculable arguments that could have constituted the space for public communication with the Kremlin, potentially conducive to a shared understanding of the common good. In this vein, one of his central points was that the exorbitant budget of the Games could have been spent with more palpable social effects for each Russian family. This discourse harmonized with multiple media articles critical of the Sochi project for its opaqueness and the cult of secrecy,13 but also avoided excessive symbolic association with a cosmopolitan/liberal emancipatory agenda. Nemtsov invested more efforts in strengthening his reputation as experienced domestic practitioner than in supporting or solidarizing with the types of protest that transcended the cultural boundaries of hegemonic masculinity.

			Yet. under closer scrutiny, one may discover that Nemtsov’s narrative, with its strong emphasis on legal and technical matters, was deeply political in at least two aspects. First, it was aimed at internationally de-legitimatizing the regime by means of publicly exposing its corrupt nature. Second, Nemtsov ultimately questioned the domestic core of Putin’s hegemonic discourse as aimed at defining the rules of belonging to the Russian political community-in-the-making through emotionally articulating the ideas of patriotism and unconditional – if not quasi-religious - loyalty to the state. It is the idea of Russia’s domestic heterogeneity and diversity that might explain the search for a “national idea” in the 1990s as an instrument for anchoring this community in certain nodal points and thus avoiding its further – and probable, as many independent Russian analysts deem – decomposition. Endeavors of defining the rules of belonging – and thus the criteria for inclusion in, and exclusion from, the national community-in-the-making – took different forms, including those based on traditional – ethnic and religious – stabilizers of national identity. Yet obviously, too strong an emphasis on the dominant Orthodoxy and ethnically Russian identity could be divisive and rejected, in particular, by Russian Muslims. With the beginning of Putin’s third presidential term, the Kremlin started using different instruments for consolidating the national majority on conservative and isolationist principles. This policy included the legal exceptionalization of LGBT people (the anti-gay propaganda law),14 holders of double citizenship (who since autumn 2014 have to register in this capacity in the Federal Migration Service)15 and professionals cooperating with foreign partners (the “foreign agents” legislation).16 Public appeals to strip political dissenters of Russian citizenship – reminiscent of the widely known Soviet practice – are also part of the policy of “purifying” the collective body of the nation by means of marginalizing and ostracizing groups that are believed to misfit the hegemonic vision of “Russianness.” The rhetorical labeling of dissenters – including Nemtsov himself – as a “fifth column” and “national traitors” served the same purpose of solidifying the pro-Putin majority against the artificially constructed “internal enemies.” 

			The Putin regime is vitally interested in finding and properly articulating key reference points to be capable of not only consolidating the nation, but also of publicly exposing the distinction between the loyalty to the “common cause” and disloyalty, fidelity and infidelity, with the blackening of the latter. In Etienne Balibar’s words, “a collective identity, or the constitution of a relation of belonging ... is the constitution of a bond.”17 The Sochi Olympics was apparently one of those – seemingly non-ideological – mega-projects politically aimed exactly at constructing collective identity and allegiance by means of contriving such a bond. By so doing, this project emotionally invested in both consolidating the political community and differentiating it from the “anti-patriotic” pro-Western opposition, of which Nemtsov was a leading figure. 

			It is from here that the power of the Kremlin to define the criteria of belongingness to the political community of Russia stems. Putin’s Sochi project was politically meant to directly attach inclusion into this community to the patriotic support for the Games as an epitome of Russian grandeur and worldwide respect, regardless of questionable instruments that were employed for this purpose – from enforced evictions to financial wrongdoings. To some extent, Putin’s strategy can be understood in the categories of jouissance, a Lacanian psychoanalytical concept reinterpreted by Slavoj Zizek as implying normalization through imposed enjoyment and consumption of entertainment as an essential, if not central, part of the spirit of the national community that may lose coherence “when there is no belief in a shared enjoyment, whether shared in a fantasmic past or an idealized future.”18 

			This explanatory framework can be helpful for comprehending what is politically counter-hegemonic in Nemtsov’s Sochi narrative that seemingly was just another version of multiple anti-corruption investigations and invectives,19 including those integrated in the hegemonic discourse. The kernel of Nemtsov’s protest against the Sochi Olympics was that, speaking about corruption in seemingly financial and economic terms, he in fact touched upon the deeply political issue of emotionally constructing the collective Russian Self on the basis of loyalty to the regime. He contested the key element of Putin’s Olympic discourse – pride in the state, and replaced it with its opposite – shame for the corrupt ruling class. This contestation exacerbated a deep feeling within society of a “split into fans of the Olympics and haters of the Olympics… Even close friends fight over it: ‘Oh, you like the Olympics — that means you’re a traitor’. And vice versa… Critics who accuse the authorities of building a fake export version of Russia in Sochi hurt the feelings of Olympic fans: ‘By spitting on Putin, the opposition and the Western media spit on us, at our Olympics.’”20

			Nemtsov’s contestation of the hegemonic discourse only confirmed the original political meanings of the Games as a laboratory for Russian identity-making. Ultimately, it is the sovereign to whom Nemtsov had to address his protest against legalized exceptions and inclusions in the form of prohibition, rejections, bans and denial of rights, thus engaging with an inclusive/exclusive type of relations with the Kremlin.21 

			Exceptions versus Norms

			In this section we turn to what constitutes, in our opinion, the core of Nemtsov’s contestation of a second pillar of Putin’s model of sovereign power - the rule by exceptions. The political meaning of exception is deeply grounded in the understanding of sovereignty as based on political will and the ability to take decisions beyond institutional constraints and commitments. In other words, “the sovereign is by definition endowed with a will so strong that it is capable of abolishing any existing system of norms.”22 In political theory this triggered a vivid discussion focused on Carl Schmitt’s paradoxical assertion “that to produce law it need not be based on law.”23

			Putin’s Olympic project from the outset was conceptually ambiguous, since it embraced two interrelated perspectives. First, this mega-event, according to the Kremlin’s design, was supposed to give a powerful boost to Russian national identity, a collective We-feeling infused with positive narration of the country’s “normalcy” and its return to the group of world leaders. Second, the Olympic project was meant to legitimize what might be called, along the lines of Carl Schmitt, the state of sovereign exception through extraordinary measures that are not necessarily harmonious with the law. In fact, Putin’s normalization could only be achieved by means of the application of extraordinary – and extra-legal – instruments, which constituted the major political issue Nemtsov tried to unveil by questioning the sovereign’s “capacity to distinguish between the legal and the illegal, the normal and the exceptional,”24 with declarations of exceptions quickly turning into a normal condition.

			In fact, as an opposition leader, Nemtsov had to face “the state of exception” as a set of policy tools the Kremlin regularly applied to constrain dissent. As a candidate who ran for the post of Sochi mayor in 2009, Nemtsov and his team were targets of a policy of sovereign exceptions, with courts directly fulfilling the Kremlin’s orders instead of protecting equal rights for all candidates, and media outlets refusing to publish political commercials of the opposition candidate. The whole administrative apparatus, in Nemtsov’s later words, was mobilized to prevent him from winning the election where he nevertheless finished second with 13.6 percent of the votes, which was one of the best results achieved by the opposition at the municipal level during all the years of Putin’s presidency. 

			After the 2009 mayoral election, Nemtsov became even more critical of the Olympic project. He started more consistently claiming that its implementation on the basis of multiple exceptions is detrimental for the country. This is how Nemtsov and Vladimir Milov lambasted Putin’s policy of sovereign exceptionalism:

			“The federal law on hosting the Olympiad de-facto detaches Sochi from the Russian Constitution for a decade. It declares redundant public hearings and promulgation of conclusions of environmental expertise… In connection to the Games the legislation is being changed in order to facilitate the enforced withholding of land and make it impossible to contest it in the court. The most precious territories of natural reserves are stripped of their protection by the state. Thus, in 2006 the functional zoning of the Sochi national park was hastily altered to allow the authorities to start constructing Olympic objects in the areas under protection… In 2003 by a decree of the Russian government many reserve lands lost their status and since that time could be leased for building tourist and sports facilities…”25 

			The message was clear: with its rampant corruption, Russia was far below international normative standards, and the Games therefore can’t “normalize” Russia. Nemtsov also argued that it was the direct personification of the Sochi project with Putin that predetermined the blatant passivity of the Accounting Chamber, which refused to disclose the extant information on profligacy and mismanagement in construction works and city infrastructure development during the lead-up to the Games.

			The state has breached its own economic norms as well. This is how Boris Nemtsov and Leonid Martyniuk depicted this situation:

			“The rule operating with regard to private investments has been that 70% of the investments are covered by loans from the Vneshekonombank (a state corporation!) and 30% by private contributions. However, by the end of 2012, the government admitted that practically all the Olympic construction works … were running at a loss and would never pay for themselves. As Vneshekonombank cautiously put it, “The investors began to view more critically the market risks for realization of the projects. The question of return on investment arose.” And they increased the bank loans to 90%.”26

			The co-authors also pointed to the fact that in spite of Russia’s earlier promises to the International Olympic Committee (IOC) during the bidding process, there was no parliamentary oversight of the financial management of the Games. Most of the Olympic orders were obtained without competitive tenders by the Rotenberg brothers and other members of Putin’s inner circle. In environmental protection, he claimed, international norms were disregarded. Another element of Olympic exceptionalism raised by Nemtsov was the massive use of a migrant workforce –  about 16,000 of them were semi-legally employed in Sochi, which created a gray zone between legality and its opposite.

			Nemtsov was also critical of enhanced security measures practiced by the organizers of the Games. He particularly mentioned a document known as the “fan’s passport” that all visitors to the Olympic stadia had to obtain from security services in addition to regular tickets.27 In Nemtsov’s view, this was an example of unjustified restrictions that encroached upon citizens’ rights and ultimately legalized “the state of exception,” not as a temporary deviation from normal everyday rules, but rather as a model of extra-legal governance with a huge potential for self-dissemination in many other spheres and situations. As political commentator Sergey Medvedev put it, the Sochi project, sanctified as an act of sovereignty and detached from law, morals and budgetary regulations, constitutes in Russia a new financial, legal and societal anomaly to be reproduced further on.28

			Globalization and Autocracy

			Nemtsov not only campaigned against two pillars of Putin’s sovereignty - its ability to define rules of belonging and rules of exception, but also unveiled the binary structure of the hegemonic discourse: it is co-produced by the Kremlin and the IOC. It is the latter that boosts sovereignty with exceptional arrangements at its core, and thus bears a share of responsibility for consolidating authoritarian and corrupt practices within Russia

			Both the IOC and Putin’s regime present themselves as staying above politics, yet nevertheless, in practice, engage in politics in many different ways,29 basically through defining rules of inclusion and exclusion, as well as the content of key messages broadcast through the Olympics. In this light, one of Nemtsov’s strongest statements was directly accusing the IOC of corrupt liaisons with Moscow,30 which unveiled global sports institutions’ penchant for organizing mega-events in non-democratic countries - a tendency that obviously stretches far beyond Russia. Nemtsov’s invectives were consonant with harsh international criticism of the IOC for lack of transparency and corruption scandals,31 which can be matched only by the evidences of corruption within FIFA.

			Nemtsov pointed to one of the most controversial – and definitely pivotal – elements of the Kremlin Olympic project – its full legitimation by the IOC, in spite of the highly problematic practices of human rights violations, environmental deterioration, and corruption. According to IOC regulations, “no kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is permitted in the Olympic areas,”32 which lays the ground for suppressing actions of civic activism and disagreement of any sort. In all cases of this kind, the IOC took the side of the Russian government. Asked about the case of the imprisonment of the environmental activist Evgeniy Vitishko in Sochi, an IOC spokesman, Mark Adams, stated that he was guilty of vandalizing a house and said the IOC is satisfied with assurances given by Russian authorities: “We received clarification from Sochi that this is, and we think it remains, a non-Olympic case.”33 In the meantime, the IOC warned the Pussy Riot group not to come to the Olympic park for any political demonstration.34 This obvious similarity between the policies of the Kremlin and the IOC strengthen Nemtsov’s argument of a structural liaison between global sports institutions and local practices of autocratic rule.

			The importance of highlighting the shadow connections between authoritarian governments and global sport institutions extend far beyond the case of Sochi, and can be projected to the forthcoming FIFA 2018 World Cup. There were multiple accusations in the international media of corruptive linkages between FIFA officials, on the one hand, and the Russian government and its business structures – such as Gazprom – on the other. In particular, the documentary film shot by Deutsche Welle on May 2015 and titled “Sold Football” (diredted by Robert Kempe and Jochen Leufgens) makes many of these facts public.35

			Against this backdrop, FIFA, the organizer of the World Football Cup in Russia in 2018, plays the same role in stabilizing the hegemonic regime in Russia, as the IOC did. Thus, the then president of FIFA Sepp Blatter, responding to the appeals of U.S. Senators to strip Russia of the FIFA tournament as a reaction to the Kremlin’s policy in Ukraine, suggested that his opponents could “stay home.”36 

			Nemtsov’s invectives against the indulgent and enriching policy of the IOC towards multiple irregularities and direct legal offenses during the implementation of the Sochi project can be helpful for understanding the scandal that erupted around FIFA in May 2015. Nemtsov was among those who predicted that the 2018 World Football Cup could be harmful for the integrity of Russia which, like Greece, might face deplorable repercussions resulting from its corrupt economy.37 Commenting on the probability of revoking the FIFA decision to host the World Cup in Russia, Nemtsov claimed that it was the Kremlin’s policy towards Ukraine that could make this option feasible and that ultimately cancelling Russia’s world cup tournament would help the country save huge amount of money.38 Months after Nemtsov’s murder it was exactly this argument – Russia’s involvement in the military insurgency in eastern Ukraine and the Western economic sanctions – that was discussed as a possible reason to move the FIFA Cup to a different country.

			Hard and Soft Powers: The Sochi - Crimea nexus

			Another momentous element of the Kremlin’s hegemonic policies is the annexation of Crimea, an act of external projection of sovereignty. In March 2014 it became another mega-project masterminded by the Kremlin, though of a drastically different kind, but paradoxically sharing with the Olympics the function of revealing the “fifth column” and “national traitors.” It served as a litmus test for the Kremlin’s rules of belonging and henceforth the official version of patriotism, implying the right of the sovereign to exceptionalize relations with some neighbors and politically treat them differently than other countries. 

			What was at stake in both cases (in Sochi and Crimea) is the making of collective identity, and the construction of bonds constitutive for relations of belonging to a “collective We.” By establishing and imposing its “hierarchy of communal references,”39 the state performed a hegemonic function, yet in the meantime unleashed counter-hegemonic discourses. In this section we dwell upon Nemtsov’s disavowal of the widely spread reading of the Sochi Games as a heyday of Russian soft power, which – stemming from what he said – was never a top priority goal for Putin.

			“Images we’ll see of the majestic Caucasus Mountains surrounding Sochi during the Olympics could help to erase some of the painful memories of the recent wars in the Caucasus,”40 a political commentator wrote only a month before the Games. The rosy expectations did not, however, come true – by annexing Crimea in the immediate aftermath of the closing ceremony in Sochi, Russia only reactualized the “painful memories” and extended them to the whole post-Soviet region. It would be fair to posit that “Russia’s response to the Ukrainian crisis and the Olympic Games in Sochi are essentially rooted in the same impetus: Putin’s geopolitical ambitions.”41

			If the Sochi project legitimized corruption and suppressed civic activism, the annexation of Crimea that immediately followed the Olympics in March 2014 included another key element in the loyalty matrix: legitimation of land grabs and forceful border changes. Nemtsov straightforwardly claimed that the annexation of Crimea was planned during the Olympic Games, which makes it the first case of land appropriation designed during a global mega-event. This questions the widely spread characterization of the Sochi project as an indication of Russia’s principled preference for soft power tools, as opposed to military instruments for controlling foreign territories. This is an important argument for deconstructing the popular interpretation of the Sochi Olympic as a zenith of Russia’s soft power that was abruptly reversed by Russia’s policy in Ukraine after the EuroMaidan revolution. Nemtsov’s reasoning is fully consistent with those commentators in the West who claim that “the Sochi Olympics proved a calculated cover for Vladimir Putin’s plans to invade Ukraine.”42 

			The economic part of the annexation of Crimea pointed to another similarity with the Sochi project: Nemtsov expected Russian investments in Crimea to be as costly as another Olympics for the Russian budget.43 Alexei Kudrin confirmed this by estimating that the annexation of Crimea would cost Russia from 150 to 200 billion USD, which includes capital flight and loses caused by economic sanctions.44 Nemtsov’s prediction that the funds invested into the Olympics would not pay-off was fully corroborated by developments after the Olympics. In particular, the Sochi – Crimea nexus was indirectly substantiated by the huge losses that VEB Bank incurred in 2014 due to its funding of the Sochi project and credit risks in Ukraine.45

			Therefore, Nemtsov was among the key public figures who interpreted the annexation of Crimea as another link in the chain of the Kremlin’s unlawful policies with strong security repercussions. It is quite illustrative that the vocabulary of the Nemtsov–Milov report was replete with securitization language – they refer to “engineering and transportation collapse,” “chronic energy deficit,” “an irreparable blow to environment,” “destruction of the urban milieu in Sochi,” “threats of a military conflict” in the near-by South Caucasus, and “risks of growing inter-ethnic tensions” (allegedly due to the probable inflow of migrants).46  

			Exceptionality is what makes Sochi and Crimea comparable to each other: Nemtsov harshly lambasted Putin for signing a decree allowing public servants from Crimea to keep doing business due to the “specific situation”47 on the ground, which contravenes Russian legislation. For integrating Crimea into Russia the State Duma passed 21 legal acts in which special measures were in one way or another stipulated, which made experts claim that Crimea might turn in “another Chechnya,” a territory where Russian legislation either is invalid or applies with numerous amendments.48 Yet, the two cases are also comparable in terms of their constitutive roles in determining the rules of inclusion and exclusion as mechanisms of identity-making based on loyalty to the regime and the differentiation between its patriotic supporters and “infidel” opposition.

			Conclusions

			The debate on Nemtsov’s Olympic discourse stretches far beyond the case of Sochi and gains even a greater profile and topicality against the backdrop of the deep crisis in Russia’s relations with the West as a result of a series of events that followed the Sochi Olympics. Instead of celebrating Russian soft power potential and demonstrating the end of economic troubles in the country,49 as pro-Putin loyalists had expected, only a few months after the closure of the Games Russia found itself under severe economic sanctions, with many of its officials on travel ban, growing domestic economic and financial troubles, and de-facto involvement in the military conflict with Ukraine. Perspectives of ameliorating “the image of wild Russia”50 are again delayed to a far distant future. 

			Hosting the Sochi Olympics neither prevented Russia from resorting to a hybrid war against Ukraine, nor guaranteed the success of future mega-events in the country: the lead-up to the FIFA 2018 World Cup takes place under growing economic isolation, with Western businesses gradually leaving Russian markets. The crisis in the entire industry of Russian football - from scandalous payment arrears to the national team coach51 to the ousting of the head of the Russian Football Union in the immediate aftermath of the international legal investigation against FIFA - is another trouble that Russia faces. These developments only support the telos of Nemtsov’s narrative of contesting the basics of Putin’s sovereignty – the rule by exceptions sustained by international sports institutions, castigation of disloyalty to the regime, and preference for hard power rather than soft power instruments.  

			The rule by exceptions, elevated by Putin to the highest point of his political agenda, corrupts the entire system of relations of power in Russia and undermines its governability. The same goes for the sovereign division of society into the numerically dominant loyal majority and the statistically much smaller, yet politically troublesome, groups of dissenters. The crisis of Putinism obliterates the PR effects of the Sochi Olympics and ushers in an isolationist Russia enmeshed in a self-exhausting conflict with the West. 
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			Abstract: Since Ukraine’s formal political regime has changed substantially several times over the last two decades, the country offers an ideal case to study the relationship between political regime dynamics and the political role of the oligarchs. Based on an original dataset covering all Ukrainian oligarchs and on case studies of different forms of political influence, this article shows that a core of oligarchs has remained stable throughout the period under study from 2000 to 2015 and that their strategies to exert political influence have remained largely unchanged. These strategies, based on informal manipulations, have clearly put the political opposition at a pronounced disadvantage. However, oligarchs are not the major power brokers in Ukrainian politics, as they have always sought accommodation with those having or gaining political power, i.e. the oligarchs do not determine who wins political power, but they act as catalysts for an ongoing change by giving additional support to the winning side. In such settings the major impact of regime dynamics on the political role of oligarchs has been in the degree of political rivalry. A higher degree of political rivalry leads to pluralism by default, which gives political parties, parliamentary deputies and mass media more freedom and is reflected in democracy rankings by better marks. However, as the oligarchs’ informal manipulations continue largely unchanged, such pluralism does not indicate a genuine commitment to democratic standards.

			Based on the classical definition of oligarchy, i.e. the rule of a few self-interested elites, the term “oligarch” denotes, among other things, entrepreneurs who use their wealth to exert political influence. In this context, the concept of an oligarch is also closely associated with political corruption, and the term is primarily used in the analysis of formally democratic systems with authoritarian tendencies, such as those found in Latin America, South-East Asia and, since the 1990s, in Eastern Europe. In a narrower sense, which is how the term will be used here, the concept does not include politicians or civil servants who use their political influence to obtain control over economic activities.

			In post-Soviet Ukraine, the influence of oligarchs has increasingly come to be seen as a central feature of the political regime. When oligarchs succeeded in securing a pro-presidential majority in parliament in 2000, luring away deputies from other parliamentary factions, their power became evident. To the opposition, the oligarchs became symbolic of President Leonid Kuchma’s corrupt and undemocratic power-grabbing strategies. Some of the central demands of the successful opposition protests at the end of 2004 therefore included the prosecution of the oligarchs and the separation of business and politics. However, oligarchs remained an important feature of Ukrainian politics during the presidency of Viktor Yushchenko which followed. After Yushchenko lost the presidential election in 2010 to Viktor Yanukovych, the role of oligarchs was seen as gaining in importance. When Yanukovych was ousted in 2014, oligarchs again assumed prominent political offices. Accordingly, oligarchs are treated as a key factor in Ukrainian politics.

			This analysis will compare the political role of oligarchs for the Kuchma presidency (2nd term from 2000 to 2004), the Yushchenko presidency (2005 to 2010), the Yanukovych presidency (2010 to 2014) and the Poroshenko presidency (since 2014). During the four periods under study, the formal political regime of Ukraine has changed substantially. Ukraine, therefore, offers an ideal case to examine the relationship between political regime dynamics and the political role of the oligarchs.

			The analysis starts with a summary of the current state of research concerning the political role of oligarchs. After a brief introduction to the relevant changes of Ukraine’s formal political regime, the rise of the Ukrainian oligarchs as entrepreneurs is outlined and the term oligarch is operationalized for the empirical analysis. The major part of the analysis then examines the political activities of the oligarchs, looking at their informal networks, their assumptions of formal political offices and their control over politically relevant mass media. The data presented then allows for conclusions on the links between oligarchs and political regime dynamics. 

			Oligarchs and Politics

			Recently the debate about concepts to describe informal politics in non-democratic settings has regained attention in political science. In this context the academic literature regularly assumes that oligarchs have a decisive impact on the political regime. 

			The most wide-spread approach, dating back to the 1990s, has been neatly defined as state capture by Joel Hellman and his colleagues. This concept refers explicitly to the post-socialist countries and, therefore, focuses on the early winners of the first market reforms after the end of the planned economy. These winners profited from market distortions and political connections. As the author of the concept elaborates, “the winners from an early stage of reform have incentives to block further advances in reform that would correct the very distortions on which their initial gains were based. In effect, they seek to prolong the period of partial reforms to preserve their initial flow of rents, though at considerable social cost.”1 

			As a result, “in only a decade, the fear of the leviathan state has given way to an increasing focus on oligarchs with the power to ‘capture the state’ and shape the policy-making, regulatory and legal environments to their own advantage, generating concentrated rents at the expense of the rest of the economy.”2 State capture is defined by the authors as “the extent to which firms make illicit and non-transparent private payments to public officials in order to influence the formation of laws, rules, regulations or decrees by state institutions.”3 Accordingly, the attempts by the early winners to block further reforms are most likely to be successful in a political regime prone to corruption and manipulations of political decision-making. Thus, the state capture approach claims that in hybrid or semi-authoritarian regimes, oligarchs use informal and illegal methods on a large scale to influence political decision-making processes in a way which secures their rent-seeking opportunities. 

			While the state capture thesis focuses on the oligarch’s business interests, the more recent concept of competitive authoritarianism, developed by Levitsky and Way, offers the opportunity to conceptualize the role of oligarchs in politics. According to Levitsky and Way, “competitive authoritarian regimes are civilian regimes in which formal democratic institutions exist and are widely viewed as the primary means of gaining power, but in which incumbents’ abuse of the state places them at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents. Such regimes are competitive in that opposition parties use democratic institutions to contest seriously for power, but they are not democratic because the playing field is heavily skewed in favor of incumbents. Competition is thus real but unfair.”4 Oligarchs can play an important part in such a system, as they can use their financial power and their media holdings to help the ruling political elites create an uneven playing field.

			Accordingly, in the context of competitive authoritarianism, the oligarchs, when trying to preserve their rent-seeking opportunities, also promote informal political manipulations, thus undermining democratic consolidation. At the same time, they form rival centers of political power, thus also preventing authoritarian consolidation. As a result, competitive authoritarian regimes can remain stable for longer periods of time.5 

			Hale, who is looking at the organization of political power in his most recent book, argues that “in post-Soviet Eurasia, networks rooted in three broad sets of collective actors typically constitute the most important building blocks of the political system, the moving parts in its regime dynamics: (1) local political machines that emerged from reforms of the early 1990s, (2) giant politicized corporate conglomerates, and (3) various branches of the state that are rich either in cash or in coercive capacity. Whoever controls these bosses, “oligarchs,” and officials controls the country. […] Understanding that this is the way politics works, the country’s machine bosses, oligarchs, and officials have a strong incentive to fall into line or, even better, to get on the chief executive’s good side by proactively working in his or her interest. […] The recent political history of almost every post-Soviet country, therefore, has included the creation of a single pyramid of authority, a giant political machine based on selectively applied coercion and reward, on individualized favor and punishment.” In this context, “the most important distinction among patronalistic polities is whether these patronal networks are arranged in a single pyramid or multiple, usually competing pyramids.”6

			The approaches presented above differ in their focus, looking at rent-seeking by oligarchs, manipulations of the formal political regime and the “real” patronage-based political regime respectively, and with that they disagree about the relevance of specific parts of the political regime, but their basic assumptions about the role of oligarchs are not incompatible. All authors assume that oligarchs engage in informal networks with political elites in order to promote their business interests, leading to a symbiotic relationship which helps to block market-oriented and democratic reforms.

			Moreover, all three approaches describe the existing regime as more stable than most observers assume. Hale states that research has to reorient “from a logic of regime change to a logic of regime dynamics, a logic that […] can capture how the moving parts of highly patronalistic polities (such as oligarchic networks and regional political machines) arrange and rearrange themselves in regular, even predictable ways that might on the surface look like a regime “change” but that in reality reflect a stable core set of informal institutions and operating principles.”7

			Concerning the political role of oligarchs, the post-Soviet region so far indeed does not offer empirical cases of big changes. However, based on political economy models, it has been argued that in the longer term the role of oligarchs in politics will change. Focusing on the role of property rights and citing the example of “robber barons” in the United States of America at the end of the 19th century, the argument goes that after they have accumulated huge wealth, the oligarchs get increasingly interested in a functioning legal system with secure property rights in order to defend their riches.8 

			In this context, Winters looks at the oligarchs’ strategies of wealth defense, differentiating between property defense and income defense. As long as property rights are not secure, wealth defense is based on informal political influence. However, once property rights are secure, the focus of the oligarchs shifts to income defense, which is mainly based on business strategies of tax minimization. This implies that in the longer run the oligarchs promote a political regime, which will allow them to keep their wealth without regular interventions in politics.9 

			At the same time, it also seems reasonable to assume that political regime dynamics have an impact on the political role of the oligarchs. Gill argues that oligarchs or, in his terminology, the industrial bourgeoisie “sought to fit into the hierarchy of power as it found it, using existing processes and structures to press its concerns and widen its influence.”10 Similarly an analysis of 296 Russian business tycoons of the period from 1995 to 1999 leads Braguinsky to conclude that “new oligarchs appear to have by and large accepted the rules of the game […], simply using political influence to their own advantage in the fight for control of valuable assets.”11 Accordingly, the relationship between political regime and oligarchs is an interdependent one. Oligarchs have an impact on the political regime, but the political regime also influences the roles and strategies of the oligarchs. 

			One could expect that a sudden change in the group of political power holders leads to a change in the composition of oligarchs, because some fall out with the new rulers and new businesspeople are promoted to oligarchic status through their connections with the new rulers. For the Russian case, Braguinsky finds that “more than half of the postcommunist oligarchs who rose to prominence during the Yeltsin era did not survive in the ranks of the oligarchy until 2006.”12 With new political rulers in charge, the rules of the political game might also change, which would lead to an adjustment of the oligarchs’ political strategies. If the political change leads to a change in the quality of democracy, the overall political influence of the oligarchs might change, too. 

			As Ukraine’s group of political power holders and the country’s formal political regime has changed substantially several times over the last two decades, the country offers an ideal case to study the relationship between political regime dynamics and the political role of the oligarchs. This analysis aims to provide a better understanding of the political role of Ukraine’s oligarchs by 

			
					integrating the conceptual approaches presented above and the wealth of already available empirical case studies, 

					examining the oligarchs at the individual level (instead of treating them as a group and thus assuming that they all have identical interests and strategies leading to similar outcomes with differences just in the degree of success), and 

					paying attention to the effect of political regime dynamics on the oligarchs themselves, an aspect which has so far been rather neglected and limited to explaining survival. 

			

			Transformations of Ukraine’s Formal Political Regime 

			With each new president, Ukraine’s formal constitutional order has changed considerably. During Kuchma’s first term Ukraine received a new constitution which established a semi-presidential system with a strong role for the president as head of the state executive. Towards the end of his first term, Kuchma increasingly used his powers as president and support from oligarchs to discriminate against the political opposition and to gain informal control over the media, thus creating a political regime, which according to Way, can be described as competitive authoritarian.13

			In the context of the Orange Revolution, the constitution was changed at the end of 2004 and during the Yushchenko presidency Ukraine had a parliamentary system where the government was dependent on a parliamentary majority and the powers of the president had been substantially reduced. The standard perception is that the quality of democracy improved after the Orange Revolution. The indicator “Voice and Accountability” of the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators which had been negative during the Kuchma presidency (indicating a value below the world average) turned positive during the Yuschchenko presidency.14 Freedom House rated Ukraine as partly free during the Kuchma presidency and as free for the Yushchenko presidency.15 

			After Yanukovych had been elected president in 2010 the Constitutional Court declared the constitutional changes of 2004 invalid and the semi-presidential system of the Kuchma period was re-established. At the same time, a worsening of democratic standards was observed. The World Bank’s “Voice and Accountability” indicator turned negative and Freedom House rated Ukraine as partly free.

			After Yanukovych had been ousted in February 2014, the constitutional reforms of 2004 were reinstated, thus weakening the powers of the president and strengthening the role of parliament once more. The change was also seen as a return to higher democratic standards, including free and fair presidential and parliamentary elections in summer 2014. 

			In addition, there have regularly been further changes in Ukraine’s formal political regime. For example, “Ukraine has substantially altered its parliamentary electoral system three times since its first post-communist election in 1994: from majority-runoff (1994) to a mixed-member system (1998, 2002), to a proportional representation system (2006, 2007), returning to a mixed-member system for the 2012 campaign.”16 The mixed system remained in place for the election in 2014, as all reform attempts failed to receive a majority in parliament. 

			The changes in Ukraine’s political system were always marked by strong political conflicts. The period under study covers three changes of power from one political camp to its rival in 2004, 2010 and 2014. Tensions are also highlighted by popular demands as well as political actions to imprison political rivals. In order to understand the political role of the oligarchs in this context, the following section will provide a brief collective profile of Ukrainian oligarchs, including an operationalization of the term.

			Oligarchs in Ukraine: A Brief Profile

			From the end of the 1980s until the mid-1990s, the first generation of future oligarchs acquired their start-up capital and set up their first companies or took them over during the privatization process. Most of their business activities consisted of trade and financial operations. In both cases big gains were only possible with political support. Regulatory and inspection authorities turned a blind eye to the new entrepreneurs’ activities. The National Bank provided preferential credits. State enterprises became clients. In 1995, the transfer of the formerly state-run natural-gas imports to private firms became another main source of rents. 

			In the late 1990s, the oligarchs turned from profiteers of political connections into important political actors and with that became proper oligarchs in the sense of the definition used here. The oligarchs were regularly able to manipulate political decision-making processes in order to preserve and expand opportunities for large-scale rent-seeking, prominently blocking reforms related to privatization auctions,17 energy trade,18 state procurement,19 and state aid.20 However, the oligarchs were not only profiting from links to political elites, but were also blackmailed by these elites to provide support, especially for election campaigns. State actors used their control over regulatory and control agencies, like the tax police or fire inspections, to put pressure on specific businesses while ignoring malpractices conducted by others.21 

			At the same time the oligarchs developed strategic business preferences and invested in vertical integration and modernization. A number of holdings became increasingly integrated into the global economy.22 As a result, the oligarchs’ fortunes grew enormously. According to Forbes magazine, which until 2004 did not list a single Ukrainian billionaire, there were seven entrepreneurs with fortunes exceeding US$1 billion in Ukraine in 2007.23 A year earlier the Ukrainian journals Korrespondent and Kyiv Post estimated that 29 Ukrainian entrepreneurs had amassed fortunes worth at least US$200 million.24 Although their worth is difficult to calculate precisely due to cross-shareholdings as well as rapidly changing business cycles, it is nevertheless clear that a small group of very wealthy entrepreneurs had established itself in Ukraine. 

			With the global financial and economic crisis, which hit Ukraine in 2008, the rise of the oligarchs came to an end and several business holdings were restructured or taken over. The Ukrainian journal Fokus estimated in 2009 that the crisis had reduced the wealth of the 100 richest Ukrainians by 70 percent.25 The Forbes list of billionaires included only 4 Ukrainians in that year, down from 7 in the preceding year.26

			The economic recovery as well as the change in the political leadership after the presidential elections of 2010 marked the start of another rapid expansion. Again the political leadership promoted well connected oligarchs. The Economist has estimated that in 2013 only 10 percent of the wealth of Ukraine’s billionaires came from sectors of the economy which were not dominated by rent-seeking.27 As a result, many established oligarchs regained their wealth and some new oligarchs emerged, mainly in the food industry, which was being liberalized. The number of Ukrainian billionaires had risen to a new high of 10 by 2013.28

			The dramatic political and economic crisis of 2014 again put a heavy strain on the position of many oligarchs. The ousting of President Yanukovych discredited those oligarchs with close ties to him. Two oligarchs faced arrest warrants and some others were confronted with criminal investigations. Moreover, the economic crisis and fighting in industrial regions of eastern Ukraine hit some businesses especially hard. As a result, the number of Ukrainian billionaires had shrunk to 5 by 2015. According to Forbes the 100 richest Ukrainians had on average lost half of their fortune compared to 2013. The number of entrepreneurs with assets worth at least US$200 million had been reduced to 22, i.e. fewer than in 2006.29 

			In this analysis not all rich Ukrainians are covered, but only those who meet the definition of an oligarch as a politically active entrepreneur for at least one year within the period 2000 to 2015. The respective selection criteria are:

			
					Political activity at the national level: The aim of this criterion is twofold. First, it restricts the analysis to businesspeople who are politically active – the key definition of oligarchs. Those who do not engage in politics, like some foreign investors and some domestic investors in agriculture, are not included. Second, it restricts the analysis to the national level, as political regime dynamics have the most direct impact at the national level and as regional and local politics differ across the country. This criterion, therefore, also excludes oligarchs who are active in local or regional politics only. 
Political activity at the national level can be formal or informal, but it should be clear that the entrepreneur has the intention and potential to influence political decision-making processes at the national level on a regular basis. Formal political activities are based on the assumption of political office. Informal activities are harder to identify, but investigative journalistic reporting on oligarchic connections and network analysis of personal links still provide a comprehensive picture. Both kinds of political activities are described in the respective empirical sections below.


					Business interests as core activity: In order to define oligarchs as a group which can be analyzed separately from political elites, this criterion draws an analytical distinction between oligarchs who engage in politics to promote their business activities and full-fledged politicians who aim for political power as an end in itself. That means if oligarchs assume formal political office, then they focus their activities on their own narrow business interests. A good example are oligarchs who have been elected to the national parliament. As will be described below, their legislative activities were limited and concentrated on favorable treatment for their enterprises. When oligarchs start to develop a broad political agenda and engage in policy-making as a full time activity far beyond their business focus, they are no longer treated as oligarchs in this analysis. The best example for this is Petro Poroshenko. The political positions he held prior to 2014 were all clearly subordinated to his business interests. However, when he became president in 2014, he focused his attention on the political game beyond his business interests.30 Accordingly, he is not treated as an oligarch for the period of his presidency.31 
Similarly, politicians or civil servants who use their political influence to obtain control over economic activities, but continue to focus on politics are not defined as oligarchs. For this analysis it is, therefore, not relevant how much wealth President Viktor Yanukovych had amassed as this did not turn him into an entrepreneur. 


					Estimated wealth of at least 200 mn USD: In order to restrict the analysis to richer entrepreneurs, this criterion draws an analytical distinction between oligarchs, the definition of whom implies financial weight, and the broader social group of businesspeople. The wealth estimates are taken from journalistic sources (namely the journals Forbes and Korrespondent). As they only provide a rough orientation, a rather low threshold has been chosen.32 All oligarchs who pass the threshold in at least one year of the period under study are included in the analysis.33 

					No affiliated position in a business empire: The aim of this criterion is to avoid double counting of the same source of influence. If two business partners act in tandem based on joint holding companies, they are treated as one collective actor. The most prominent example for this is Henadiy Boholyubov, who is a partner of Ihor Kolomoyskyi in the Privatbank holding group and does not personally engage in any activities related to politics. In this analysis the media assets of Privatbank are, therefore, covered exclusively through the inclusion of Kolomoyskyi. Another example are the Buriak brothers, who were both politically active, but were jointly promoting the interests of their jointly owned bank. They are, therefore, counted as one oligarchic team. 

			

			Based on these selection criteria, a total of 29 oligarchs have been identified for the period from 2000 to 2015. A separate table, which could not be included here for space limits and is available online, gives an overview of major characteristics of the oligarchs. Column 2 indicates for which period all criteria of oligarchic status are fulfilled. It distinguishes between the second term of the Kuchma presidency (2000-04), the Yushchenko presidency (2005-09), the Yanukovych presidency (2010-14) and the Poroshenko presidency (since 2014).34

			Forms of Political Influence

			Oligarchs, by definition, establish their political influence through informal networks with political elites. However, in Ukraine more than in other post-Soviet states oligarchs have also chosen to gain formal political offices, mainly parliamentary seats. In addition, some oligarchs have created media holdings which offer them the opportunity to influence public opinion on political issues. The following sections give an overview of the use of these three strategies, differentiating between the four periods under study and the 29 oligarchs included in the analysis.

			Informal Networks

			With respect to Kuchma’s presidency, research has shown that the oligarchs active in Ukrainian politics did not act individually, but instead formed regional networks (so-called clans) that united economic and political actors. Three distinct regional networks with influence on the national level in Ukraine emerged. The Dnipropetrovsk network was represented in the economy by the Interpipe Holding of Kuchma’s son-in-law, Pinchuk, and by Privatbank belonging to Kolomoyskij and Boholyubov; politically, in addition to President Kuchma, the network supplied several prime ministers. The Donetsk network united two oligarchic holdings, namely the holdings of the Industrial Union of Donbas, with an opaque ownership structure and Haiduk as public face, and System Capital Management, formed by Akhmetov. In the political arena the network was represented by the Donetsk regional leadership, and when Yanukovych, the former governor of Donetsk, was appointed prime minister in 2002 it also gained a presence in national politics. The Kiev network was economically fueled by the “Dynamo-Kiev” group, informally held together by Surkis, and was represented in politics primarily by Medvedchuk, who was appointed head of the presidential administration in 2002.35 

			But informal networks between oligarchs and politics, in which politicians support the economic interests of the oligarchs and in return profit from political support, are not only formed on a regional basis, but also include connections between individual oligarchs and representatives from the executive branch responsible for their commercial areas of interest. A glaring example of this is the rise of Firtash after the Orange Revolution. His seizure of a monopoly position in Ukrainian natural gas imports was accepted by Yanukovych as well as Yushchenko. Both also supported the extremely opaque formation of the respective business connections and for a long time protected Firtash’s anonymity as the majority shareholder of the RosUkrEnergo import company.36 

			The composition of the group of oligarchs did not really change as a result of the Orange Revolution, as they were neither prosecuted nor systematically challenged in their business position.37 Instead, the configuration among the oligarchs changed.38 In the terminology of Hale, instead of a single pyramid of power - with Kuchma on top of it - two competing pyramids, organized by Yushchenko and Tymoshenko emerged, opening up space for the creation of further pyramids.39

			Of the three regional networks between oligarchs and political elites, which had dominated under president Kuchma, two fell apart after the Orange Revolution. The Donetsk informal network revolving around Yanukovych, his Party of Regions and Akhmetov as oligarch thus established itself as an independent political power. However, at the beginning of the Yushchenko presidency they found themselves in the opposition. As a result, many oligarchs defected to the Orange camp. The increasing uncertainty about the distribution of power, with the Orange camp split between President Yushchenko and Prime Minister Tymoshenko and with the Party of Regions partly returning to power with the formation of a government coalition, caused many oligarchs to hedge their bets. As a result, affiliations were looser and individual rivalries increased.40

			The lack of new big informal networks meant that only the Donetsk one was left, when Yanukovych won the presidency in early 2010. It could, therefore, monopolize political power and, with that, links to oligarchs,41 again creating a single pyramid of power.42 At the same time, compared to the Kuchma presidency, the political elites seem to have changed the balance of power vis-à-vis the oligarchs in their favor. 

			First, Yanukovych managed to transfer substantial business to relatives and friends, commonly referred to as “family,” especially via state procurement. The “family,” however, was not an oligarchic group which functioned through patronage, i.e. the exchange of political support for lucrative business deals. Instead the “family” is an example of nepotism, where personal bonds ensure lucrative business deals.43

			Second, when oligarchs lost the support of Yanukovych, they had no alternative options in politics and business, thus losing their oligarchic status, too, as the example of Khoroshkovskyi most prominently illustrates. This is partly due to the direct grip on power established by Yanukovych with the help of the Party of Regions, and partly due to the weakness of the oligarchs at the beginning of his presidency, which coincided with the crisis phase of the oligarchs’ businesses, as outlined above.44 

			When Yanukovych was ousted in February 2014, the role of the oligarchs was not systematically challenged. Kurchenko was the only oligarch to be subject to prosecution by Ukrainian authorities in the interim period of the first Yatsenyuk government. His holding company was confiscated on the order of a Ukrainian court. In a separate development Firtash was arrested in Vienna on an FBI warrant – and not on the initiative of Ukrainian authorities – in March 2014, but remained actively involved in business and politics in Ukraine. At the same time four oligarchs lost their status as a result of the economic crisis.45

			As with the Orange Revolution, the ousting of Yanukovych did not so much change the composition of the group of oligarchs, but the configuration among them in the context of the appearance of multiple pyramids of power.46 Poroshenko and Kolomoiskyi rose to influential political positions, before they fell out, leading to Kolomoiskyi’s ouster from politics. Kolomoiskyi then transformed his network into a separate pyramid of power, entering into a power struggle with the president and setting up his own political parties.47 Several oligarchs remained within the old network of the Party of Regions and its de facto successor party, the Opposition Bloc, which also formed a separate pyramid of power. But the most prominent oligarchs of the Yanukovych network kept a low profile in politics, demonstrating that their control over important infrastructure, mainly in the energy sector, was vital for the country and started to sponsor public interest activities, including humanitarian convoys for the Donbas and international consultation projects.48

			In summary, under Kuchma there were several competing oligarchic networks grouped around one political camp, while after the Orange Revolution most oligarchs acted on their own and were attached to different political camps. Under Yanukovych oligarchs were again attached to only one center of political power, but they were no longer part of bigger informal coalitions – with the exception of the Donbass network – and they were rivalled by networks of nepotism. After the sacking of Yanukovych, the Donbass network and individual oligarchs joined different political camps. Poroshenko, who turned into a full-fledged politician, and Kolomoiskyi were the only oligarchs who were able to form influential political networks, while the other oligarchs were mainly trying to defend their endangered business interests through low profile lobbying. 

			Assumption of Political Office

			In order to stabilize their connections to politics, many oligarchs have also assumed formal political office. Out of the 29 oligarchs covered in this analysis, only 3 have never held any formal political office, while 23 were elected to the national parliament at least once and 6 have held a formal position in the state executive throughout the time under study here, i.e. since 2000.49 

			Three of the oligarchs who held positions in the state executive did so for most of the time of their oligarchic status and became hybrids between oligarchs and professional politicians, while Poroshenko clearly turned into a politician after his election as president in 2014.

			For the formal political activities of the oligarchs, representation in parliament has played a much bigger role than engaging in the state executive. Most oligarchs understood their presence in parliament as a service to a specific politician and not as a way to engage in law-making. This is clearly demonstrated by their performance as parliamentary deputies. During his full term as parliamentary deputy from 2007 to 2012, Akhmetov participated in only one session. An analysis of the 20 richest parliamentary deputies, conducted by the journal Forbes Ukraine in 2013, shows that attendance was low for many, that most did not participate in any legislative initiatives, and that those who did mainly supported draft legislation in favor of their narrow business interests.50 

			However, the role of oligarchs in the national parliament differs between the four periods under study. During Kuchma’s second term most oligarchs – as part of the regional informal networks – rallied around pro-presidential factions, while only two joined opposition factions. The major aim of the pro-presidential oligarchs was to ensure a parliamentary majority for the president. 

			Accordingly, the oligarchs did not just stand for election as parliamentary deputies. In 1998/99 they were behind the creation of several political parties which supported Kuchma’s re-election campaign in 2000. In addition, oligarchs managed to attract deputies from other factions. For example, the Workers’ Party, which was founded on the initiative of oligarch Pinchuk only a year after the parliamentary elections of 1998, was represented in parliament with a faction of 36 members (equal to 8 percent of votes) in March 2000. As a result of several such changes, pro-presidential factions gained a parliamentary majority (though a fragile one) for the first time in early 2000. In the parliamentary elections of 2002, pro-presidential parties gained a third of all parliamentary seats. Again they lured oppositional deputies into their factions and where able to form a parliamentary majority.51 The Party of Regions, associated with the color blue, became the most successful party in this context.

			In early 2005 the victory of Yushchenko in the repeated presidential elections after the Orange Revolution caused a substantial change, as many oligarchs defected to the winning political forces, as indicated in Table 1. Moreover, some left politics, decreasing the overall number of oligarchs in parliament. 

			Table 1: Political Affiliation of Oligarchs in Parliament
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			Note: The Blue camp stands for political forces close to the Party of Regions (Kuchma, Yanukovych). The Orange camp refers to the forces supported by the Orange Revolution (Yushchenko, Tymoshenko, Poroshenko). 

			Source: For individual information on each oligarch, see column 6 of the table which is available online as an Excel file at http://www.forschungsstelle.uni-bremen.de/UserFiles/file/table-oligarchs-overview.xls

			However, many oligarchs were now represented in parliament by cronies. The change in the electoral system from single constituency mandates to a mixed system and then to fully party-list-based nominations promoted this development, as candidates in the lower section of the party lists were not scrutinized by the media and did not influence voters’ decisions. Accordingly, having cronies in parliamentary seats enabled the oligarchs to retreat from public oversight and allowed their parties to develop a less special-interest-oriented image. Additionally, stepping out of the political arena permitted the oligarchs to run their companies themselves, as members of parliament were forbidden from participating in entrepreneurial activities as a result of the constitutional reform of 2004. Moreover, sending cronies to parliament can be seen as a reaction to the less stable political situation. Oligarchs could diversify their political influence by sending cronies to various political camps.52 

			When Yanukovych won the presidential elections in 2010, clearly establishing his Party of Regions as the only center of political power, the representation of oligarchs in parliament changed accordingly. Again support from oligarchs was one of the vital factors in ensuring a parliamentary majority for the president.53 When Yanukovych was ousted as president in February 2014, the loss of power for the Party of Regions meant that similar to the situation after the Orange Revolution several oligarchs switched sides. However, contrary to the situation in 2004 a majority of oligarchic deputies remained with the losing side. Their strong association with the Yanukovych team and the stronger cleavage in the political landscape made a change much harder. The opposition parties were clearly not eager to tarnish their image by accepting oligarchs in their ranks. As a result, the number of oligarchs in Ukraine’s national parliament has decreased from no less than 10 for the full period from 2000 until 2014 to just 5 in 2015. 

			Although the governing coalition formed after the 2014 parliamentary elections did not include a single oligarch, oligarchs could still influence parliamentary votes with the help of their proxies. A prime example is Kolomoiskyi. The governing coalition uniting over 70 percent of deputies was for several month not able to pass a law in support of its position in the conflict with Kolomoiskyi. As many as 30 deputies in the governing coalition were loyal to Kolomoiskyi at the time,54 while it was possible to gain further support for specific parliamentary votes through bribe payments.55 This might indicate that the political strategy of the oligarchs is shifting from holding formal political office to informal influence through proxies and backroom deals.56

			In summary, the parliamentary representation of oligarchs played an important role for Kuchma and Yanukovych during their presidencies, as the oligarchs ensured political majorities by luring oppositional deputies into the pro-presidential camp. During the Yushchenko presidency, the Orange camp managed to dilute this impact by attracting and promoting its own oligarchs. A similar situation emerged after the ousting of Yanukovych in 2014, while this time more oligarchs then in 2005 withdrew from formal politics.

			Mass Media

			Although consumer and advertiser demand in Ukraine has proven insufficient to run large media concerns profitably, 9 of the 29 oligarchs covered in this analysis have integrated bigger media companies into their holdings. Oligarchic ownership of major TV stations has remained rather stable over the period under study with only two out of eight TV stations owned by oligarchs experiencing ownership changes.

			For the oligarchs, the major political value of media ownership has been the ability to support election campaigns of specific politicians.57 As the media monitoring of the OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission concluded for the 2010 presidential elections: “Candidates had direct access to the content of newscasts based on an agreement between the candidate and the TV station’s management. This practice, rather than professional considerations of newsworthiness, determined which candidates received coverage in the news. This undermined the fundamental principles of fairness, balance and impartiality in the news, in contradiction with professional ethics and international principles.”58

			Throughout the period under study television was the primary information medium for the Ukrainian population, named by more than 80 percent as the main source of information.59 Accordingly, television networks with political coverage offer the best access to public opinion. Based on the viewer shares indicated in Table 2, for most of the period under study, about two thirds of Ukrainian television viewers saw news programs from stations that are controlled by oligarchs.

			Table 2: Viewer Share of Television Channels Owned by Oligarchs 2004-15
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			Note: The data do not always cover the full year.

			Sources: GFK Ukraine viewer panel 2004-11 (cited in: Marta Dyczok. 2006. “Was Kuchma’s censorship effective? Mass media in Ukraine before 2004,” Europe-Asia Studies 58(2): 215-238, here: p. 238; Ukraine-Analysen 17/2006: 6, KAS Policy Paper 18/2010: 12-13; Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Television_in_Ukraine) and Ukrainian Television Industry Committee (cited in: Economist 12 March 2015, available online at www.economist.com/node/21646280/print).

			In terms of political affiliation, under President Kuchma, opposition oligarchs (and the opposition in general) had only marginal access to mass media, while during the Yushchenko presidency, a plurality emerged when some oligarchs with media holdings changed sides. During the Yanukovych presidency, oppositional oligarchs (and the opposition in general) again had only marginal access to mass media.60 This changed gradually when the public protests at the end of the Yanukovych presidency grew stronger.61

			Conclusion

			During the 15 years under study, the composition of the oligarchs has changed, with 15 losing their status and 12 newly emerging.62 However, of the 29 oligarchs identified in this analysis, only 7 lost their oligarchic status by 2011. The following three years were more turbulent, with a further 8 oligarchs losing their status. But most of them lost their status not as a result of the political changes, but because their business collapsed, or was sold in times of economic crisis. Moreover, of the total of 15 oligarchs who lost their status in the full period under study, 8 had been relatively minor actors, whose wealth did not exceed $300 million USD. 

			At the same time, the analysis of the oligarchs’ formal political positions and media ownership also indicates that a core of oligarchs has remained stable throughout the period under study. About half of the oligarchs covered have held formal political positions in all four periods included in the analysis. TV ownership by oligarchs has also remained fairly stable.

			One major explanation for the relative stability of the oligarchic factor in Ukrainian politics is the continuity of the informal network from Donetsk formed around Yanukovych and the Party of Regions. The other major explanation for this relative stability is the oligarchs’ flexibility in political alignments. Eight oligarchs who had been close to Kuchma assumed formal political positions in the Orange camp during the Yushchenko presidency. Two years after Yanukovych had been elected president, not a single oligarch continued to be associated with opposition parliamentary factions. After the ousting of Yanukovych, nearly half of the oligarchs left his faction. 

			This political flexibility also explains why the business fortunes of most oligarchs, as described in the brief profile at the start of the empirical part, have been more dependent on macro-economic developments, namely the global economic crisis of 2008/09 and the domestic one of 2014, than on domestic political changes.

			However, more important for the political role of the oligarchs than personal continuity is the fact that their strategies to exert political influence have remained largely unchanged. Throughout the period under study, oligarchs created informal networks with political elites, held formal political positions (mainly in parliament), and owned major mass media. Also throughout the period under study they were able to exert considerable (though on their own not decisive) political influence. The only change might be that in reaction to strong public opposition since 2014, the oligarchs are now keeping a lower public profile by retreating from formal politics. While the current Ukrainian leadership speaks of “de-oligarchization,” what is visible so far seems to be more an informalization of the political role of oligarchs.

			Accordingly, the changes in the political regime have so far had only a limited impact on the composition of oligarchs, their business fortunes, and their political strategies. So far there are also no signs of increased interest in the rule of law among the oligarchs. 

			The enduring role of the oligarchs in Ukrainian politics lends support to the state capture concept. Although most of the oligarchs did not participate in law making personally, they used their control over larger groups of parliamentary deputies to block reform attempts and relied on their informal networks for the creation of extensive rent seeking opportunities.63 

			With their informal influence over a significant share of parliamentary deputies and with their control of important mass media, oligarchs have also clearly contributed to the creation of the uneven playing field, putting the political opposition at a pronounced disadvantage as described in the concept of competitive authoritarianism.64

			At the same time, the oligarchs are not the major power brokers in Ukrainian politics. They have never initiated or substantially promoted a change in government. Instead they have always been trying to seek accommodation with those having or gaining political power. As the events in 2004 and 2014 have clearly shown, they adopt a wait-and-see attitude when political incumbents are challenged. Once they feel that the tide is turning, they gradually switch political camps (while still hedging their bets). The best indicator of that is the oligarchs’ change in party faction membership in the national parliament after 2004, after 2010 and in 2014. Accordingly, the oligarchs do not determine who gains political power, but they more likely act as catalysts for an ongoing change by giving additional support to the supposedly winning side.

			This picture is in line with Hale’s concept of regime dynamics in patronal politics.65 Accordingly, the major change over time concerning the political role of oligarchs is not related to genuine democratization, but just to the balance of power between oligarchs and political elites. While all oligarchs supported the manipulations of the Kuchma regime and thus contributed to the creation of a single pyramid of power, during the Yushchenko presidency oligarchs belonged to competing political camps. The higher degree of political rivalry gave political parties, parliamentary deputies and mass media more freedom. After Yanukovych had been elected president, oligarchs again supported the creation of a single power center with control over political actors and the media. With the end of the Yanukovych presidency, a system of pluralism by default emerged anew. 

			In the democracy rankings quoted in the first part of this analysis, such pluralism by default is reflected in better marks. Accordingly, it can be argued that the major impact of political regime dynamics on oligarchs has been in the degree of political rivalry. This degree of political rivalry among oligarchs has in turn impacted regime quality. However, as the oligarchs’ informal manipulations continue largely unchanged, this development does not indicate a genuine commitment to democratic standards. Instead, in Hale’s terminology, Ukraine remains firmly within patronal politics. Ukrainian politics – and the country’s oligarchs with it – is just fluctuating between single and multiple power pyramids. 
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