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			Abstract: This short article provides an analysis of the impact of Russia’s food embargo on domestic producers. It is part of an occasional series of non-peer-reviewed texts that explain current events. 

			After the Russian annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in March 2014, the U.S., the EU and a number of other countries imposed economic sanctions on Russia. Western sanctions targeted Russian companies and individuals, banning visas, freezing assets and restricting trade of certain Russian financial products and technologies. On August 7, 2014, Russia retaliated with an embargo on agricultural products from the U.S., Canada, EU, Norway and Australia. The embargo banned a long list of food products including beef, pork, poultry, fish and other seafood, fluid milk, vegetables and potatoes, fruits, nuts and various processed foods like sausages and dairy products. Baby food, live animals, seeds and a number of specialized ingredients for food and animal feed (minerals and vitamins integral to livestock feed, for example) were excluded from the ban.1 

			The fact that agriculture was at the heart of counter-sanctions is itself quite interesting. The food embargo demonstrates that the country’s dependence on imported food was a central concern of the Russian government. This anxiety has been evident in agricultural reform policies known collectively as the food security agenda that aimed at strengthening domestic producers and reducing Russia’s dependence on foreign agricultural and food imports. The political salience of food security was on display on a few occasions in 2015, when Rosselkhoznadzor, the Russian agricultural monitoring agency, publicly destroyed hundreds of tons of illegally imported Western food. These events were highly symbolic policing moves, widely broadcast in Russian and international media. But Russia’s food politics are grounded in the country’s economic transformation. The food security agenda in general, and the food embargo more specifically have had significant domestic economic effects. The political science literature and public commentary on international economic sanctions have largely focused on the effects of sanctions on target countries.2 This paper examines the domestic effects of the food embargo on the Russian economy and assesses whether the embargo has furthered domestic political and economic goals that the Putin government has pursued long before the annexation of Crimea. 

			When the embargo was first introduced, it was not clear how it would affect domestic consumption and production. Many argued that it would boost domestic agricultural capacity, as domestic production would replace imports. Russian politicians and industry representatives considered it shameful for Russia to have relied so heavily on imports and hoped that the ban would be beneficial for Russian producers. Others doubted the ability of Russian producers to compete with imports from non-affected countries, such as Belarus, Moldova, Brazil and New Zealand, and argued that the embargo will primarily result in a significant geographical shift of imports from Europe and the U.S. to these countries. Consumers, in each of these scenarios, would end up with different food on their table. 

			Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev announced in May 2016 that Russia would uphold the embargo until at least the end of 2017. This decision is certainly a response to the continued sanctions by Western countries and may well be related to the effects of the embargo on European producers, who were most affected by the embargo.3 Yet, it was clearly also made with domestic political and economic goals in mind. Indeed, Medvedev referred to Russian producers’ calls to continue the embargo and made the case that committing to an extension of at least 18 months would give producers a longer time-horizon to recoup investments.4 Arguably then, the domestic effects of the embargo played a role in the foreign policy decision whether or not to extend the counter-sanctions, which warrants a closer look at them. And we are now, nearly two years after the inception of the embargo, in a position to make a preliminary assessment of the embargo’s effects on the Russian economy and to disentangle how and why it affected various sub-sectors in different ways.

			Imports Fall and Domestic Production Rises in Some Sectors, But Not in Others

			The first basic observation is that imports of a range of food sectors did indeed fall quite substantially in the 18 months since the inception of the embargo. While the embargo affected a range of foodstuffs, the story about where the meat and dairy on Russian tables comes from has been the most politically salient and economically relevant. Between 2014 and mid-2016, imports of milk and other dairy products to Russia have fallen considerably.5 In 2014, Russia had imported 1.15 million metric tons of meat. In 2015, more than a year after the embargo had been in place, Russia imported 860,000 metric tons of meat and meat products, nearly 300,000 tons less.6 Analysts predict that the supply of imported meat will fall by a further 20-30 percent in terms of weight by the end of 2016, with some variation depending on the type of meat.7 Pork imports declined from 515,000 metric tons in January 2014 to 200,000 in January 2016.8 Beef imports have not fallen as much as poultry and pork.9 Beef now accounts for the largest share of Russian meat imports, in dollar terms making up roughly half of Russian meat imports. 

			The key questions that this decline in imports begs are whether or not the embargo did indeed create new opportunities for Russian producers, and whether declining imports were matched with rising domestic production. The answer has two critical components: first, the effects on producers varied across sub-sectors. Domestic production picked up in pork and poultry, but not as much in beef, and hardly at all in fluid milk and dairy products. In other words, there are distinct patterns and variation among what type of producers were able to take advantage of the ban. A second important observation is that even though production increased overall, it did not make up for all of the import short-fall, because consumption declined during the same period of time. 

			Pork and poultry are often hailed as the success stories of Russian agriculture. Miratorg and Cherkizovo, for example, Russia’s largest poultry and pork producers both reported significant sales increases of around 20 percent for 2015 and predict further sales increases in 2016.10 According to the Russian Poultry Union, domestic poultry production in 2015 reached 4.5 million metric tons, which was 319,000 tons more than in 2014 and could rise to 4.7 metric million tons in 2016.11 Pork production reached 2.6 million metric tons in 2015, a 4.2 percent year-on-year growth. And if we isolate production by large industrialized pork producers, their production expanded by 8.5 percent or 170,000 metric tons.12 In other words, large domestic poultry and pork producers were able to fill the supermarket shelves that were emptied by the embargo. They were able to do this because they are relatively mature and competitive industries, as we will see in more detail below. In fact, pork and poultry producers are looking for opportunities to export pork.13 Russian pork exports increasing from 500 tons in the first quarter of 2015, to 3,700 tons in the first quarter of 2016.14 The main destination for Russian pork has been Ukraine and Belarus.15 

			Domestic dairy, beef and fish producers, by contrast were not able to increase output to make up for declining imports. Instead of boosting domestic production, the food embargo led to a geographical shift in imports. Lithuanian milk and dairy products were replaced with imports from Belarus. (Belarus is often identified as the main winner of the Russian food embargo: supplying no less than 96 percent of Russian fluid milk, and around 80 percent of Russian butter and cheese.16) Fish from Norway were replaced with fish from the Faroe Islands. Beef from the U.S. and Europe was substituted with beef from Brazil and Paraguay. In these sectors, domestic production remained largely stable, i.e. it did not increase as much as the decline in imports would have allowed. The catch of Russian fishermen has persisted at around 4.3 million tons of fish annually.17 Russian domestic milk production has remained stable over the last few years around 30 million tons.18 Domestic cheese production has benefitted from the embargo and increased production, though an interesting case of the geographical shift in food products concerns the type of fat used in cheese and other dairy products. Milk-fat has become a scarce and expensive commodity in Russia, in part because of production shortfalls, and in part because of the embargo and the devaluation of the ruble. In response to these trends, Russian cheese producers switched from importing milk fat from the U.S. and Europe, to importing the cheaper palm oil from East Asia. (According to Rosselkhoznadzor, over two thirds of Russian cheese contains palm oil).19 

			A second important observation is that food imports fell not only because of the embargo, but because the purchasing power of Russian consumers has declined over the same time period. Declining purchasing power was the result of both rising prices – inflation was particularly high for food products – and declining incomes.20 Food became generally more expensive for Russians and imported food even more so. The devaluation of the ruble stems largely from an unrelated decline in oil prices and oil revenues since 2014, but it has made imported meat and dairy products relatively expensive. With less money to spend and with generally rising prices, Russian consumers switched from more expensive to less expensive meats and food. Beef prices rose more than pork and poultry, which meant that beef consumption declined, as consumers opted for cheaper pork and poultry.21 Similarly, Russians have been buying less butter and less cheese. Overall, since 2014, consumers have purchased less meat and dairy in terms of weight, but they have paid more in ruble terms.

			A further interesting aspect of the domestic effects of sanctions concerns the role of the so-called “household farms” (lichnoye podsobnoye khozyaystvo, or LPK), a characteristic form of Russian agricultural production since the late nineteenths century. During the Soviet and early post-Soviet eras, household farms traditionally made up for shortfalls in domestic production, especially in meat, but their relevance has declined over the last decade vis-à-vis the large industrial producers. On the one hand, this was the result of rural residents opting to buy the more affordable meat available in stores, as new vertically integrated meat producers have increased output both before and since the inception of the food embargo. Pork production on household farms also declined because Russian authorities destroyed tens of thousands of pigs held on household farms, as they were deemed a biohazard and the source of pathogens that negatively affect the industrial producers.22 Whether the household farms will increase their share in food output if Russia’s economic crisis and the embargo continues remains to be seen – many observers believe the decline in household production is an irreversible trend.  

			Domestic Political Context: Vladimir Putin’s Food Security Agenda

			These patterned effects of the food embargo on Russian producers can be explained if we place them in context of President Vladimir Putin’s agricultural and trade policies over the last decade, commonly referred to as the food security agenda. While Boris Yeltsin’s rural reforms centered on privatization and liberalization, under Putin, “food problems” (prodovol’stvennyi problemi) were elevated to be central concerns of the state. Since the mid-2000s, the Russian government has adopted various measures to support domestic producers under the umbrella of the food security agenda.23 Food security generally refers to an individual’s access to food, but Russian authorities interpreted it as a reduction in domestic reliance on imported food and on food aid. Putin’s food security agenda is a facet of the overall deterioration of relations between Russia and the West. It is essentially an import substitution agenda that has both domestic and international goals: domestically, it allowed the government to keep food prices stable, internationally, it reduces dependency on foreign imports and aid. These goals were pursued through a series of rural reform programs, including the “National Priority Project: Development of the Agro-industrial Complex” (2005) and successive Agricultural Reform Programs. Their political salience was most clearly established through the “National Food Security Doctrine” (adopted in 2010).24 A set of precise and ambitious self-sufficiency targets for staples of the Russian diet are the centerpiece of the Food Security Doctrine. In pork and poultry, the Russian government was aiming to achieve full self-sufficiency by 2020.25 

			Throughout the last decade, a myriad of support measures were designed to achieve the goals of the food security agenda — including trade restrictions, subsidized credits, tax breaks, local content rules, and newly created state-owned enterprises. While the government was initially hamstrung by a tight budget, as tax collection improved by the mid-2000s, state support for domestic agriculture strengthened. Grain, oilseed, sugarbeets, pork, poultry were all sectors that benefitted greatly from these supports, which resulted in growing outputs and increasing yields. Trade restrictions were one among the many policy tools the Russian government used to strengthen domestic producers. When Russia joined the WTO, trade restrictions and quotas for meat imports were reduced, although others were soon resurrected with reference to sanitary/food safety concerns. In fact, in 2014, only a few months prior to the adoption of the food ban, the Russian government had banned the import of live pigs, pork and pork products from the EU due to concerns about African swine fever virus.26 

			As a result of trade protection, state support and public and private capital investments, production capacity and efficiency of Russian grain and meat producers improved significantly over the last decade. Russia’s grain exports have consistently increased during this period. According the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the Russian meat sector increased total meat production from 7.7 million tons in 2005 to 10.6 million tons in 2010, with poultry output doubling from 1.4 million to 2.8 million tons and pork production increasing from 1.6 million to 2.3 million tons during that period.27 Yet, it is critical to note that these production updates and efficiency gains were made by a small number of very large, vertically integrated and technologically sophisticated conglomerates. Russia’s pork and poultry producers were most able to make these productivity gains. Beef production, by contrast, did not (at least, not yet) experience a similar growth, because investment in beef has been far smaller and the investment that has been made takes a longer time to mature. Moreover, Brazilian beef exporters (whose currency, the real, has devalued along with the Russian ruble in recent years) have been consistent competitors for Russian beef producers. 

			The Russian dairy sector was similarly troubled by lack of investment, volatility of milk prices and competition from Belarusian and Lithuanian fluid milk and by cheap imported dairy products from these countries and the U.S. (including cheese, butter, dry whey, and milk powder). Ownership and production in the Russian dairy sector is far more fragmented and less concentrated than in the meat sector, with many small producers barely breaking even, but continuing production. There has been much less private investment in the dairy industry, because of the long time horizon that investments in dairy require and the high volatility of prices for raw milk.28 Unlike the poultry and pork sector, where large vertically integrated actors, like Cherkizovo and Miratorg, were able to take advantage of highly subsidized credits, the many smaller milk producers were less able to benefit from state support programs. The milk and dairy sector, then has been the most negatively affected by the food ban: with the lack of domestic capacity and declining imports, raw milk prices have increased more than 40 percent since 2014.29 And, as mentioned above, the Russian dairy products industry has replaced milk with cheaper inputs, such as palm oil or hydrogenated vegetable oils, which is generally considered a decline in the quality of these products. What the future holds for dairy and beef is not yet clear; with the protection of the embargo and the continued state support, significant investments in production updates are coming online in 2016 and, in the next five years, the sector might well follow the path that pork and poultry charted. 

			Conclusion: the Food Embargo is Part of an Unfinished Agenda

			The effects of the Russian food embargo are thus varied: some domestic producers benefitted, while others did not. Russian consumers’ options changed, both as a result of the embargo, but also because of the general economic climate marked by declining oil prices and economic crisis. The embargo itself is best thought of as a continuation of the long-standing, but unfinished food security agenda. The rationale for focusing counter-sanctions on agriculture and the effects of the embargo were linked to the goals and the progress of the food security agenda. The myriad state support measures under the umbrella of the food security agenda had strengthened Russian pork, poultry, grain and oilseed producers, though it had been less successful in the dairy and beef sectors. Pork and poultry production, then, had already soared in the years before the adoption of the embargo, as large vertically integrated conglomerates had invested in state-of-the art facilities. Beef, milk and dairy remained stagnant, with outdated production facilities and fragmented ownership. These differences in the recent recovery of domestic production accelerated with the food embargo: pork and poultry producers were able to boost production to replace imports, while dairy and beef were not. The embargo ensures that dairy and beef remain protected for another few years, giving them a chance to catch up with pork and poultry, which have reached the goals set out for them by the food security agenda. 
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			Abstract: Since the electoral protest cycle of 2011/12, Russia’s non-system liberal opposition has faced enormous obstacles in its efforts to secure popular support and political representation. Putin’s resurgent authoritarianism has placed new restrictions on mass-demonstrations, media ownership and the use of social media, but these have not dampened the efforts of liberal activists and notables to organize and to use social media to communicate their political message. Rather, on the contrary, they have challenged the state and the regime at great personal risk and cost. This article explores the political struggle of this group, as well as its use of strategic frames, social media exposure and organizational tactics. It argues that although organizational disarrays persist due to the high pressure of the regime, the most active groups have had greater success in employing potentially resonant frames of identification and disruptive tactics in the passionate and relentless struggle for civic and electoral rights. 

			Since the 2011/12 electoral cycle protests in Moscow, St. Petersburg and a few other cities, the Russian hybrid regime has tilted towards full-blown authoritarianism.1 Reacting belatedly to the surprise demonstrations, the Russian State Duma has revised numerous laws regulating the NGO sector, the right to demonstrate, the media and elections. Moreover, state institutions like the Procurator General’s Office and the Investigative Committee (Sledstvenny komitet) have made extensive use of the court system to target select individuals and central human rights NGOs, while state monitoring agencies have started processes to nationalize the Internet, basically through changing ownership structures.2 In defiance of these changes, the liberally inclined segment of the non-system opposition in Russia has continued its uphill struggle for political representation. Both the 2011/12 electoral protest cycles and the elections in 2016 have proven important reference points for this struggle. Starting from the former experience, non-system liberals have struggled to keep the momentum of electoral protest alive, all while adopting new forms of organization and communication in preparing for the 2016 Duma elections. 

			As demonstrated by the brutal slaying of the notable liberal Boris Nemtsov in February 2015, this uphill struggle is increasingly fraught with personal risk. Nevertheless, activists continue to expose the pro-systemic bias of Russia’s electoral regime and the endemic corruption of the ruling elite. They do this from a position of asymmetry of resources and media exposure, which is outlined in hybrid regime theories. While analysts of competitive authoritarianism talk about an “uneven playing field,” however, realities in contemporary Russia seem to indicate a struggle for the right merely to express opinions and organize.3 Indeed, few established systemic parties seem to be anywhere near the point of laying out full-blooded ideas of civil liberties, and those in the non-system opposition that do, are losing their footholds, including in regional legislatures.4 Of the liberally inclined parties in Russia, only Yabloko and RPR-PARNAS have representation in regional legislatures (zaksobranie), and this representation is minuscule. Yabloko has two seats across the country, and RPR-PARNAS one – Nemtsov’s mandate in Yaroslavl. 

			The increasing costs of collective action and political exposure have not driven activists into a screen-saving mode, however. Former Yabloko activists like Il’ya Yashin and Aleksey Naval’ny, who were expelled from Yabloko for being “too nationalist,” blended with the major non-system opposition movements like Nemtsov’s Solidarity movement. While not directly affiliated with the anarchist, left-wing nationalist and ideological hodgepodge movement “Other Russia,” non-system liberals tagged on to these initiatives for the reason of securing visibility. As Graeme B. Robertson has argued, this coalition was a compound of various ideological directions, but the main tactic was unity in protest: “the non-system opposition continued to focus on non-parliamentary tactics; deprived of access to television, activists sought ways of attracting attention.”5 Indeed, the term “non-system” means both without parliamentary representation and prone to street-action. Rather than withdraw for reasons of ideology, parts of the liberal segment took to the streets to uphold the idea of freedom and civic insubordination, embodying the idea and strategy of not being aloof from popular sentiments and anti-Putin demonstrations. 

			This article departs from the assertion that the decision in 2007-2008 to blend in with street movements was both a conscious strategic choice made by major “compound players”6 in the liberal segment of the non-system opposition and a sine qua non for securing the survival of a non-state liberal idea. True, the coexistence with nationalist-Bolsheviks like Eduard Limonov and the Stalinist Viktor Alksnis, and especially Aleksey Naval’ny’s partaking in the “Russian March” have made some academics talk about “flirtations with nationalism,”7 a new populist form of nationalism,8 and others about more or less rational attempts of “bridge-building.”9 Considering the fact, however, that this segment of the Russian opposition for long has been a part of what Vladimir Gel’man identified as a “dying species,”10 it seems clear that disappearing from the streets all together while awaiting new elections in four years would have had dire consequences for an already marginalized political segment. Indeed, the creation of the Solidarity movement around Nemstov on 13 December 2008 seemed to express a strategic and organizational dilemma for the liberal opposition.11 The regime incorporated parts of the Union of Right Forces as it dissolved, among other things by appointing the party secretary, Nikita Belykh, governor of Kirov oblast’. For those convinced that maintaining distance from the Kremlin was of crucial importance, Solidarity became the alternative and also the true gravitational point for the non-system liberal opposition that was seeking to avoid too strong an attachment to the executive and the regime. 

			Putin’s announcement that he would return to the presidency in September 2011 was a rallying call, both for middle class Russians and the liberal non-system opposition. Starting in December 2011, Naval’ny and activists from Solidarity were on the streets organizing rallies and blending in with a popular street movement driven by the disgruntled urban middle class of Moscow and St. Petersburg. The protests ended in the massive Bolotnaya Square demonstrations in May 2012, where notables like Naval’ny and Nemstov were arrested, but organizational efforts continued beyond this event. Inspired by the ideas of holding electronic primaries, a group of Naval’ny sympathizers arranged Internet elections to a coordinating council for the opposition in the fall of 2012. In 2013 came the launching of Naval’ny’s candidacy in the Moscow mayoral elections supported by RPR-PARNAS, where he garnered a surprising 27 percent of the vote. This result proved that Naval’ny was electable, but it was also a victory for the specific campaign mode of the Naval’ny group – broad public exposure, wide use of social media techniques, and far-ranging involvement of volunteers. As a result, in late 2014 and early 2015, a democratic coalition (Demkoalitsiya) was set up under the transformed RPR-PARNAS and the Naval’ny team, and this coalition launched a regional electoral campaign in 2015, with nomination of candidates to the primaries in December 2015. 

			Arguing on the basis of social movement theories that organization and framing are central for movement success, this article discusses the central ideas promoted by proponents of social media campaign strategies within the liberal segment of the non-system opposition and explains how these efforts played out in the 2015 regional elections. The case study also yields information about the counter-force of the state and the regime: originally, the Naval’ny–PARNAS coalition announced that it would launch regional electoral campaigns in Novosibirsk, Kostroma, Magadan and Kaluga in 2015, but in August 2015, it was allowed to run only in Kostroma, having encountered illiberal restrictions, bureaucratic clampdowns and the selective persecution of its leaders and affiliates elsewhere. 

			I chose this case study for two primary reasons: first, to check the effect of the implementation of the so-called “electronic democracy” campaign strategy developed by the Naval’ny group, and second, to see how the images of “normal nationalism” and civility were put to use in the campaign. Indeed, the article argues that civility is a core value for non-system liberals, and also one speaking to the significance of emotional markers like dignity, pride and recognition as central motivators for liberal collective action. In the conclusion, I argue that if the non-system liberal opposition will continue to exist beyond the 2016 elections, it will be due to its capacity to articulate both demands for civil rights and compound players that radiate a sense of being of the people and for the people. This skill could also enhance their capacity to push for a common cause, and not link the future of civic liberalism to the realization of just one party program. 

			Liberals, Nationalists, Democrats or Civic Movement Activists? 

			Renewed national and liberal mobilization in Russia has not gone unnoticed in the academic world. However, most analysts have focused on whether the alliance between activists like Aleksey Naval’ny and former government officials can be termed “liberal,” “nationalist” or a fusion between the two. Marlene Laruelle suggests that Naval’ny’s political aim is to bridge “nationalism,” “democracy” and “liberalism,” and that this amalgam has failed.12 Others hold that there is a radical liberal opposition in Russia that lays claim to liberalism, but without tapping into the traditions of Russian liberal thought. Indeed, according to the Russian scholar Elena Chebankova: “activists and thinkers of the radical liberal opposition, though espousing liberal ideas, cannot meaningfully claim the right to speak on behalf of Russia’s liberal school of thought.”13 Laruelle both echoes and nuances this, however, viewing Naval’ny as “essentially a politician, not a thinker,” and hence, claiming that he should not be treated as one.14 

			Laruelle’s point is a good one, but I would add that the Russian liberal non-system opposition is not about ideology, but about creating a movement field for liberal ideas. Liberals, here understood as “those that stand for the advancement of civil rights and democratization, political pluralism and tolerance, non-militaristic approaches to the solution of foreign and domestic conflict, and economic liberalisation and de-statisation,”15 need to make themselves known publicly, and when state-sponsored television does not provide openings, the streets and social media are the most viable options. Moreover, they cannot, in a culture that is nurtured by the rejection of everything “Western,” avoid direct association with a sense of ordinary Russianness. Echoing this, the young Russian sociologist, Natalia Moen-Larsen, holds that Naval’ny himself, and by logic also the Naval’ny team (komanda Naval’nogo) are primarily activists and exponents of what she terms “normal nationalism,” or some sort of civic experiment with “otherization,” which tries to establish a benign heartland ethno-nationalism in Russia.16 The Naval’ny factor, she argues, creates a field for “normal nationalism,” a discursive mode, which uses “benign nationalism” to outflank and expose belligerent “nationalism,” while using social media and street strategies as a vessel for introducing several discourses, including those focused on civic rights and liberties.17 

			This is a fascinating assertion, since it also indicates that the liberalist mode of action is seeking to overcome what is seen as a major impediment for Russian liberals: that they are “from outside” Russia, and proponents of an idea alien to the Russian populace.18 Indeed, for liberals engaging in a movement modus operandi, this ideological border of “home-grown”/“Western” is a problem, but not because they consider ordinary Russians to be a “mob.”19 Rather than stay aloof from the “mob,” the liberals seek to expand the political field, and demonstrate their dedication not only to abstract ideas of justice, but also to holding the regime accountable to the Russian electorate. By use of strategic framing, street activism and social media communication, liberals both expand and explore the borders of the political, while normalizing “political” behavior within legal, constitutional boundaries—all while challenging illegitimate administrative boundaries. Hence, the movement mode also has implications for what Chebankova calls “liberal thought,” a fact well illustrated by the solidarity demonstrations in support of the liberal research fund Dinastia and the think-tank Liberal Mission in June 2015, when the state designated them “foreign agents.”20 

			Rather than engage in a debate on nationalism and liberal traditions, this article draws on contemporary social movement theories to flesh out the modus operandi of the “normal nationalists,” liberals and civic activists of the movement. Arguably, as they were left without Duma representation, the liberals could not have chosen any other organizational strategy. In testing the boundaries of the authoritarian state, the liberal coalition emerging in Russia rallies in support of liberal civic ideas and benign nationalism by seeking, first and foremost, to expand the political field. They do so by exposing how it is deliberately controlled, narrowed down and “managed.” In the electoral cycle starting in 2011/2012, the liberals have been testing both the borders of street action (gaining credibility and visibility) and the borders of the electoral system (the 2013 Moscow mayoral campaign, party registration, and regional elections). 

			The essence of the argument made in this study is that non-system Russian liberalism is not an ideological field (not an attempt to bridge national sentiments with liberal protest credibility), nor simply a specific system of thought. The typical movement mode of the non-system liberals is activist; mobilizing liberals frame state-society relations in images of polarization—not between “good” and “bad,” but between “good” and “neutral”, as Naval’ny’s Live Journal blog indicates with the phrase “the final battle between good and neutrality” (final’naya bitva mezhdu dobrom i neytralitetom). While this is certainly not an ideologically motivated strategy that draws on the mental reservoir of Russian liberal thought, or a strategy with any clear similarities to Western liberalism, it seems to be a consciously sculpted disruptive, flexible and movement-oriented strategy, centered on creating public support for the central ideas of civic activism. 

			This assertion entails another question: what is the specific context for the non-system liberals and what are their motivations? First, the mode of operation of the liberals does not suggest a classical social movement. The liberals represent a segment of the Russian population that is relatively well-off, and hence, their grievances are not primarily of an economic nature, but political. Indeed, protest is, as Donatella DellaPorta and Mario Diani hold, not an anomaly for advanced societies: direct political action outside the boundaries of the party system is a central repertoire of political action.21 Moreover, as James Jasper holds, citizens can act on the moral battery of negative rejection – positive mobilization, as expressed in the mutually reinforcing emotional states of indignation – seeking dignity, and through that, also civic rights.22 Second, this mode of action is clearly a central choice where there are no clear classical “opportunity structures.”23 In Russia, protests were sparked not by elections, but by the attempt to frame the elections in the castling by Putin and Dmitry Medvedev, thereby coercing citizens to accept backstage deals as a political reality. Indeed, the swap exposed a central feature of the Russian authoritarian regime: as Steven Fish has shown, soft coercion is rife in Russia, and often more effective to close down the arena for “open politics.”24 The state forces individual and collective economic dependence, threatens and coerces dissenters, and manipulates voting through discrete schemes and bureaucratic dominance. Linking on to this, Samuel Greene indicates that this takes the form of applying a triad tool-set: impediment, attack and replacement. The state can impede the formation of political solidarity groups by disruptive rules for registration, attack these groups in pro-active campaigns against selected individuals, and, finally, replace groups by creating bogus parties with similar names.25 

			Keeping in mind these preliminary assertions, I argue that the movement mode of the liberals is characterized by specific “cultural” framing campaigns, such as being “ordinary Russians”; further, that their interpretation of “opportunities” is one uniquely adapted to the specific circumstances of the Russian hybrid regime. Indeed, the Russian non-system liberals have made innovative use of social media, flashed select individuals and their personal “on the move” dissident biography, and adopted situational framing strategies (exposure of corruption, bureaucratic red-tape and the stone-walled and incompetent court system). 

			Framing normalcy also means to emphasize individuals and protest biographies. Their cultural framing is not remote from everyday life, as was the case in liberal campaigns of the late 1990s. Rather, through action, exposure and life-based biographic experience, Russian liberal activists seek to “connect the dots” of state repression by making it visible and tangible for the public. This, naturally, exposes ambition, but as Jasper holds, “reputation is one of the most common human motives: concern for due honor, pride, and recognition of one’s basic humanity,” and he continues: “many movements that appear instrumentally interested in power or material benefits are motivated at least as much by a concern for the human dignity that political rights imply.” 26 Indeed, concerned civic action is a master-frame that can convey multiple meanings in a cultural setting. Liberal activists rally to run candidates for elections; hence, they immanently hold a claim to power. This claim is, however, explicitly based on a civil rights frame, and the narrative is a simple one—the stolen elections of 2011/2012, the endemic corruption of the regime, the bureaucratic power of local electoral commissions over the mandate given to national observers,27 and the widespread use of televised media to form public opinion. These, non-system liberals hold, are stifling realities. The people, they claim, should have other sources of information than that of television, which Naval’ny describes as the “zombie-box” (zomboyashchik). But at the core of these strategies are also issues of “reputation” and “dignity”: liberals seek to embody and disseminate a message of human dignity and struggle. 

			Finally, the framing of lost dignity also involves elements of risk; this is manifested through street action, and circulated both in social media, and in electronic media outlets. It has a deeply personal dimension also: Indeed, running for elections in the absence of real political opportunities may seem a “banging-the-head-against-a-wall” strategy or even political hara-kiri, but this does not appear to concern the activists. Rather, they seem to mirror a central feature of social movements: risk-taking. As observed by dellaPorta and Diani, movements often display a strategy of “bearing witness,” which “seeks to demonstrate a strong commitment to an objective deemed vital for humanity’s future.”28 Certainly, Russian liberal protesters are not as concerned with the future of humanity as they are with the future of Russia. Risk-taking, defiance and sticking with the strategy are central ingredients, as are the significance of biographies. 29 A recent example is the standardized frame used by mourners during the March 1, 2015 demonstration after the killing of long-time non-systemic opposition politician, Boris Nemtsov, on February 27. Recognizing the immense significance of Nemtsov’s struggle, demonstrators carried two simple A-4 posters with the inscriptions: “I am not afraid” (ya ne boyus’) and “fight” (boris’), the latter being a word-play on Nemtsov’s first name. Also, the numerous trials against Naval’ny, the sacrifice of the imprisonment of his brother, Oleg Naval’ny, in the Yves Roche case, and recently, the jailing of a St. Petersburg PARNAS activist, Andrey Pivovarov, in Kostroma, serve as examples: biography and risk do matter in Russia. 

			This does not mean that they have given up the ambition of building party organizations. Indeed, Naval’ny’s Progressive Party and the Party of 5th December carry the December 2011/ May 2012 demonstrations as their birthmarks in the struggle for being registered. However, flexible networks are used to promote their issues, and to secure visibility and exposure. This seems a deliberate choice aimed at minimizing the risk of being subdued completely. Situational framing conflates with the choice of movement strategy, and secures the high visibility of leaders and issues, both on the streets and in social media. Below, I analyze the strategic communicative rationale of the liberal movement (“cloud democracy”), and how this transformed into a limited electoral trial run in the regional elections of 2015. The ideas embedded in the pamphlet co-written by Naval’ny’s campaign advisor Leonid Volkov are central for understanding the 2015 campaign. Taking as a point of departure an analysis of its content, I suggest that the Russian liberal “field” operates as a movement, with distinct “political groups” embedded within it. In this setting, the Naval’ny group is considered a specialized core organization for developing electronic democracy and campaigning, but also a group with ambitions of forming a party. Finally, I discuss how the state has applied disruption and confrontation as tools to prevent, derail and discredit the trial run of electronic democracy, and the assessments made by the liberals after the campaign failure in Kostroma. 

			Struggling Liberals: Organization and Strategy 

			In traditional social movement theories, the effect of protest actions is seen mostly as a function of public exposure, impact, and the size of the movement. “Social movements use forms of action which can be described as disruptive, seeking to influence elites through a demonstration of both force of numbers and activists’ determination to succeed,” according to dellaPorta and Diani.30 The Russian liberal movement cannot claim to be numerically strong, and elite support has not always been forthcoming—or perhaps not even desirable, given their strategic choice to avoid direct association with the executive and the Putin regime. Moreover, liberals must overcome the growing sense of the “a-political” in Russia, or what Russian sociologists have called the “politics of non-politics.”31 Finally, the movement has never shown itself as a “force of numbers” compared to the Putin regime’s communicative and administrative power. Achieving numerical strength has been possible only in multi-ideological contexts, like the “Other Russia” conference, and recently in a more “civic” context like the 2011/2012 electoral cycle protests. 

			Given the low potential for bystander support, sustained collective action and framing have been the central challenges. Ideas of civic action, civic rights and liberalism are not deeply rooted in Russia, and even less widely understood. Any liberally oriented political group would thus have to seek ways of sustaining momentum, and making visual the idea of “normal politics,” especially in-between elections. Seminal works on social movement framing recognize that when collective action does not take place, activists, in their pursuit of media-discourses, are looking for ways to “bridge public discourse and people’s experimental knowledge, integrating them in a coherent frame that supports and sustains collective action.”32 In the Russian context, the continuity of frames that are central to upholding the idea of free elections and constitutional rights is of vital importance. Indeed, through Internet newspaper outlets and in social media the liberals have sought to sustain such a “struggling frame”. Since the 2011/2012 protests, which became a rallying call for liberal movement mobilization, the movement has used the public court cases against Naval’ny as a platform for a sustained framing, and also elaborated a strategy for public communication.33 

			Naval’ny’s campaign for the position of mayor of Moscow in 2013 was a crucial game-changer: non-system liberals proved capable not only of keeping public attention, but also of gathering votes and running a convincing and rewarding campaign. Still, it was not until 2014 that the “struggling frame” was set in organizational motion. In fall that year, several major activists succeeded in creating a common coordination council around a democratic coalition, the Demkoalitsiya. Starting November 2014, RPR-PARNAS took the lead, but no formal alliance was created.34 In February 2015, the Naval’ny group (Party of Progress, also known as Komanda Naval’nogo) held a conference as a political party, but one without formal registration or permission to run for elections. Although formally under house arrest, Naval’ny claimed that his Party of Progress was the “most constructive of all opposition parties,” as it would “talk to people of all walks of life, from universities (akademgorodki) in Novosibirsk to train production industries in the Urals.”35 This prompted Naval’ny’s erstwhile mother party, Yabloko, to call for unification. In April 2015, the shape of a coalition emerged, but it did not include Yabloko, however, which was hardly a surprise given the deep rifts among liberals over issues of privatization and social policies.36 The St. Petersburg cells of RPR-PARNAS and Party of Progress, with Kasyanov, sole chairman of RPR-PARNAS after the murder of Nemtsov, went along. On April 17, the coalition heeded the call of the Federal Council of RPR-PARNAS and wrote an electoral program.37 

			The alliance was potentially beneficial for both, but had produced organizational rifts. In 2013, RPR-PARNAS had put up Naval’ny as a candidate in the mayoral elections, thus enabling the unregistered Naval’ny team to run a campaign in Moscow. Originally it did not have this possibility, not being registered, so joining together with PARNAS had value for the Komanda Naval’nogo.38 There was, however, resistance within RPR-PARNAS. Vladimir Ryzhkov, former co-chairman of RPR-PARNAS, was strongly against endorsing Naval’ny’s candidacy as mayor in Moscow, and left the party over the issue, trying to take the RPR brand with him.39 Further, even the Naval’ny team publicly felt insecure about handing over party assets to what was afterwards simply PARNAS.40 Indeed, Kasyanov had originally insisted that the liberals and democrats should walk “in one column” (odnokolonno), including Yabloko, as the only viable solution.41 Yabloko resented, however, and consolidated around a party platform. In the upshot, the Demkoalitsia rallied around the master-frame of “honest elections” from the 2011/2012 electoral protest cycles. They were also ready to demonstrate what this meant. Hence, RPR-PARNAS and the Naval’ny team coalition agreed to propose a list with candidates from both parties, for the 2015 municipal elections as well as the 2016 Duma elections.42 

			The element of both organizational and personal risk was evident from the very onset. Formally, this agreement was made between the two leaders, Kasyanov and Naval’ny, before discussions in the PARNAS Federal Council. Hence, both leaders bore responsibility for the coalition. Further, the joint statement between the two groups bore the mark of liberalism under duress. In their programmatic statement, the coalition struck liberal chords, charging the authorities for having started an undeclared war in Ukraine, isolating the country from the West, and for having initiated a wave of propaganda lies in the media provoking hatred and xenophobia.43 Formulations were short, also offering voters “economic development, on the basis of pragmatic economic and social ideas, and social creativity on the basis of openness (otkrytost’), and respect for the human being and his rights.”44 This basic endorsement of civic rights was not an abstract slogan or simply a program formulation. The sheer fact of unification suggested that activists were willing to risk reputation, security and career to promote what was seen as a movement for ordinary people. 

			There were incentives for both groups. The involvement of the Komanda Naval’nogo enabled PARNAS to gain access to a campaign tool: virtual campaigning. Hence, for PARNAS, this was an opportunity to trial-run campaigning ahead of the 2016 Duma elections. They saw the 2013 campaign of Naval’ny as a formidable success, even though it was conducted under duress. For the Komanda Naval’nogo, the fusion offered a possibility to test the power of technological campaigning in a real-life situation. In sum, both groups could test the reach of liberal ideas, as well as the reactions of the state and the local administrative regimes. This also involved a test-run of their master-frame of “decency,” “normalcy,” and civic rights, a frame that the Komanda Naval’nogo had promoted with particular vigor, and in a manner that effectively contrasted with the view of liberals as distant and shadowy office-seekers. 

			The most important part of the alliance was, however, that the Naval’ny team offered what could seem like a software strategic package of electoral campaigning in social media. This technology was not taken out of thin air, but had matured among Naval’ny’s supporters as a more general action-guided plan for “popular Russian democracy.” Indeed, the Naval’ny team not only had a front man; they also had a product, which stands out as a key to understanding both the strategy and ideas of the Naval’ny team. Below, these ideas will be outlined in an analysis of the pamphlet “Cloud Democracy” (Oblachnaya demokratiya).

			The Naval’ny Team: Everyday Liberalism and Social Media

			If dispassionate and office-seeking liberalism has been the rule in post-communist Russia, the frenetic online-offline activity of Naval’ny and other activists served to shatter this image. Members of the Naval’ny team seek to appear as “normal, everyday” people, not office clerks, but struggling individuals. Apparently, for these new activists, questions of ideology are irrelevant, even as regards “nationalism.” While Naval’ny’s erstwhile infatuation with nationalism has remained a core issue in the relationship between first-generation democratic activists of the 1990s45 and the new nationalist-oriented liberals, the core strategy seems centered on “normalizing” the simple fact of being a Russian, and linking this to a coherent set of liberal rights. 

			Pairing with nationalists was most likely a strategic choice, but it certainly had a range of consequences. By taking part in numerous street actions starting from 2007 onwards, liberals could gain street credibility and also the aura of being struggling “ordinary people.” Moreover, liberal activists may also have engaged in a nationalist–liberal symbiotic campaign mode—not primarily for opportunistic reasons, but to gather as many people as possible and recruit for the liberal idea. Most strikingly, however, ideology was not considered an issue: Andrey Pivovarov, a St. Petersburg PARNAS activist, did not seem at all concerned about drowning the message in a hodgepodge of crisscrossing nationalism, anarchism and even neo-Bolshevism. Rather, he simply indicated that the imperialist-nationalists were weaker and organizationally more dispersed than the liberals, and that people who shared the views of the liberals dominated the marches.46 

			However, the simplest explanation is that the liberal activists have not been concerned about ideology, and that that this was reflected in the master-frames chosen; these had strong biographic elements and were centered on “normalcy” and the struggle for decency.47 The Naval’ny team actively used this frame, including when fronting his undisputed leadership in the group. Indeed, in an interview with Dozhd’ in January 2015, after the arrest of his brother, Oleg Naval’ny, Aleksey Naval’ny insisted that he was just an “ordinary family guy” (normal’ny semyanin), concerned with fighting corruption. His main message was straightforward: he was not fighting for the limelight; he was simply acting out of conviction: 

			You have to dedicate your life to what you consider important. This thing [exposing corruption] seems important to me, simply for the reason that although I am concerned about how the public reacts [to my blogs], I also consider very carefully how I can improve and simplify my examples [on corruption]. Anyways, I do what I consider important. And even if it suddenly should become apparent that everyone loses interest in what I do, and the TV channel Dozhd’ would no longer interview me, and tell people about what we have found, I would still be doing it.48

			While conveying a sense of normalcy, this was, naturally, also the talk of a major compound player, who sought to remain above the nitty-gritty details of party politics.49 Although harboring political ambitions, Naval’ny has never identified with any specific program, but has rather nurtured a political image of risk, exposure and almost frenetic online activity. His virtual omnipotence is thus surrounded by enigma. Marc Bennetts notes that, as a “‘liberal kind of guy’ with an undisguised nationalist tendency, Naval’ny is confusing, contradictory, and at times, unsavory, but his talent for tapping into discontent and giving it a voice is unparalleled.”50 In the Dozhd’ 2015 interview given to the main editor, asked what he wanted from life, he simply said: “we want to change Russia,” and when asked, “for you personally?” he replied: “Also for me personally, yes. I would like to in the course of my life, as I already said, to do right things (pravil’nye veshchi); to do my part in making Russia a normal country, where people work and live peacefully.”51

			Despite the image of Naval’ny as a “normal guy,” his personality stands out as somewhat evasive in the minds of most people. In a ROMIR survey conducted for the NEPORUS project, several questions were asked about Naval’ny, involving ideologically biased labels like “democrat,” “nationalist” and “liberal,” and labels like “corruption hunter,” “foreign agent” and “a demagogue”. Almost half (49.5 percent) of the respondents (n=1007) indicated that he was either “none of these” (17.6 percent) or “don’t know” (31.9 percent). In that same survey, only 7.5 percent reported having “high confidence” in him, whereas 57. 3 percent said they had “very little” confidence.52 

			This, however, does not make him unsuitable as a movement leader of choice. Naval’ny is in many ways is both a “hub” and a movement front piece. As a political flagship, he inspires both online and street activity, and members of the Komanda Naval’nogo associate with this image of ordinary struggle. Indeed, the co-authors of the pamphlet Cloud Democracy (2013) (Oblachnaya demokratiya), Fyodor Krasheninnikov and Leonid Volkov, thanked Naval’ny in their opening chapter, for “his inspiring activity, and, moreover, his demonstration of the possibilities of using social media networks as a tool for struggling for transparency and justice.”53 Tagging on to the “normalcy” frame, they too claimed to be just “ordinary guys.” Volkov, a bronze-medalist in the World Championship in computer programming, claimed to have entered into the political sphere (as local deputy in Yekaterinburg) as if by coincidence. Explaining his choice, Volkov indicated that he might have done as other programmers—left Russia for a lucrative job in Microsoft—but he stayed on, suggesting that he had “never been just another technology-freak.”54 Indeed, his personal motivation seemed to echo that of a member of the “creative class” in Russia: a thoroughly post-Soviet generation of capable individuals who sought the best for their country. Hence, Volkov stated:

			[…] I have always been very attentive to the human dimension. I like to write, to talk. I have not written programmatic codes with my own hands since 2002; I have been relating to human beings, leading a working collective. This is humanitarian work. It is so easy for a programmer to leave [Russia]. You accept [the offer], and you leave. It is harder to leave for a humanist, simply since the basic instrument in humanism is the language, the cultural context. And this human dimension has never left me.55

			Claims to “ordinariness” and “normalcy” were effectively coupled with a strategy for action and culturally sensitive framing as well. Contrasting social media communication with regime-based corruption, Cloud Democracy launched the concept of “compulsory honesty” (prinuditel´naya chestnost´), as opposed to what the Naval’ny campaign against United Russia dominance had framed as the “party of liars and thieves.” The web was considered as an ideal arena for displaying this, and also, to force others out in the open. Arguing that people may support the idea of transparency of power, the authors maintained that many would not apply the same standards to the Internet. This was wrong, they argued, simply because the Internet would by necessity become a norm also for anyone seeking a place in public policy: absolute honesty and public exposure would be the rule, and any such person running for office should balance the advancement of political rights with the performance of transparent duties, and the seeking of power with assuming greater responsibility and being accountable for it. Rather than being simply some “geeky” idea, virtual democracy could approximate “ideal” democracy:

			Thus, the idea of forced honesty is for us a principled position, and we cannot see how one could build a system of true (podlynnyi) democratic deliberation and adoption of opinions, which does not take into account all available information including about the initiators of and key participants of the political process.56

			Evidently, this vision of “true democratic deliberation” dovetailed with the activism of Naval’ny’s ROSPIL blog and Live Journal.57 Indeed, Cloud Democracy seemed in part to compile an alternative path of indirect rule to that of authoritarianism; while providing the ideas for virtual democracy, the authors also leaned on the Naval’ny blog’s framing strategy, which seemed designed to garner broader bystander support, not only for a civic vision of society but also for the deliberate ousting of personalized and corrupt rule. In sum, and unlike the proto-democratic movement, the authors seemed less interested in debating democracy. Any substantial discussion of institutional democracy was avoided, and the value dimension simplified and action-oriented, with a distinct focus on individual rights: 

			[…] In Russia today (and not only Russia) one can clearly see a struggle between two directly opposite principles of social organization, two worldviews – one of which we could call “paternalistic,” and the other, which we could call “participatory,” or the worldview of tutelage (opeka) and the worldview of participation. […] Cloud democracy is the most direct, comprehensive, and focused expression of the participatory approach.58

			True, much of the content of Cloud Democracy could appear as elitist: a small group of savvy geeks would provide for a system of electronic voting which would transform traditional institutionalized politics, and make the maintenance of voting procedures cheaper and more effective. More than anything else, however, the ideas presented in the booklet offer a strategy for both framing and communication; in this sense, the pamphlet was a guide for collective online action, not a program for a political party. They also framed “cloud democracy” as a campaign mode, even referring to it as an ideology of citizen activism. Suggesting in a Julian Assange manner that: “any group of activists or stake-holders (interesanty) could and should transform into a small cell of ‘cloud democracy,’” they continued: 

			[…] Cloud democracy is not solely an instrument for the adoption of decisions among large groups of people through electronic voting. We hold that Cloud Democracy is also a powerful ideology [sic] that in and of itself has a large potential for the transformation of the fundamental system of relations in society. The ideology of direct, digital democracy is one of direct participation of every citizen in decision-making, an ideology that is focused on the values and rights of individuals (lichnosti), and on the necessity of letting every citizen participate in the active transformation of his or her life-world, rather than awaiting blessings from the state. The role of the state under conditions of Cloud Democracy is minimal—the role of the citizen—maximal.59

			While this principle was claimed to be cost-effective (thus potentially attractive for the state), the authors promoted it as a “principle of self-organization in conditions of authoritarianism,” and declared that the election of the Coordinating Council in 2012 had been a first experimental step in making the model an ideal-type for political democracy. Hence, the model was brought into political play, or as they claimed:

			First and foremost, the elections to the Coordinating Council of the opposition are a unique example on the self-organization of the active part of Russia’s civil society behind the back of the state (za spinoy gosudarstva). And we are not talking about a state that harbors good intentions and is democratic, but the Putin regime, which day by day sinks deeper into the abyss of irreversible and unconditional authoritarianism.60

			This idea of a parallel society had resonance in the non-system liberalist activist campaign environment, and also a longer trajectory. Indeed, in 2006, non-system liberals had taken part in the “A Different Russia” (Drugaya Rossiya) conference, convened both by human rights activists and nationalists, which was called to stimulate protest against Putin in the preparations for the G-8 summit in Russia.61 After the 2007 Duma elections, ideas had been floated in this broad movement-like forum to create a separate “shadow-Duma” consisting of representatives from the opposition. This did not have much appeal in 2007, however, and served only to intensify the splits along party-organization lines. Also, the Naval’ny team had a separate and more recent reference point – the 2011/12 electoral cycle protests, which potential they tapped into during the fall of 2012. True, Volkov stated explicitly in an interview with Novaya Gazeta that he could personally see the Coordinating Council as a type of proto-parliament, and that the 45 people elected there were far more interesting than the 450 in the Duma. On the other hand, he did not pay much attention to the Council itself: 

			I don’t know what will come of the Coordinating Council, and it does not worry me. Maybe it will split into groups and committees, and will become some kind of executive committee, which will organize some projects; or maybe a parliamentary structure, which will make decisions. It depends on the Coordinating Council itself.62

			Importantly, however, the emphasis was put on society. The strategists behind Cloud Democracy wanted to set up platforms for public discourse, thereby opening up the lines of communication to society. Volkov estimated the Internet audience in Russia as up to 60 million, and although the Coordinating Council had involved only 85,000 “virtual voters” nominating and electing 45 people, Volkov seemed convinced that a parallel virtual society could be created.63 Importantly, this experiment had broad support, including among other activists. Naval’ny had endorsed the idea of a parallel society at an early stage. He linked up to the concept and made an entry in his LiveJournal blog on June 3, 2011, announcing a public presentation of Cloud Democracy in Moscow.64 In his LiveJournal entry on September 19 that year, Naval’ny linked the concept to politics at once: 

			[…] Under conditions of an illegitimate power and the destruction of representative democracy, this sort of thing (shtuki) is what we need: 100,000 non-anonymous citizens, discussing, quarreling and, afterwards, voting for this or that decision, thus generating that very “popular will.” The real political power of their decisions will be higher than the power of any decision of odd cranks (chudikov) who, by coincidence, temporarily sit in the Kremlin.65

			Activists seemed to some extent to avoid political personification and challenging legitimacy, however. As Volkov stated in his 2012 Novaya Gazeta interview: “Putin is without doubt the legitimate president of the Russian Federation.”66 Again, they framed networks and illegitimacy in abstract, often populist, terms. On the other hand, the technocrats wanted to try out an idea, and the political activists to challenge a regime. But were they seen as being “in opposition,” or simply running the errand of testing popular feedback? 

			Interestingly, among the framings that the “cloud democrats” had to fight were claims that they were politically well-connected, that they had ambitions of promoting what could become a state-sponsored system of voting, and that they represented some form of prolonged government. Contacts between the Naval’ny team and government circles were not particularly evident, however. Naval’ny’s ROSPIL had made some use of the government’s Russian Social Initiative (ROI - Rossiyskaya Obshchestvennaya Initiativa), a group of experts and Duma faction leaders who assessed virtual legal initiatives that had garnered more than 100,000 signatures on the web. Few initiatives were actually passed, however.67 Moreover, the Naval’ny staff seemed to harbor no illusions about the feasibility of this feedback channel:

			It is evident for us that the Russian (rossiyskoe) state in its current shape has no interest in establishing and developing electronic democracy in any form. Authoritarian regimes fear honest elections and feedback mechanisms with the public masses more than anything, simply due to the fact that it leads to regime decline. While understanding the demand (spros) for electronic democracy, the regime normally creates simulacrums (like the collection of signatures for petitions that become legal projects only after having passed certain invisible filters), and nothing more.68 

			The theoretical underpinnings that the Naval’ny group could find for their modeling notwithstanding, they also offered a strategic tool for framing and campaigning. Indeed, Volkov ran for a seat on the City Duma in Yekaterinburg and earned himself a prominent place in Naval’ny’s political project, being set to lead the Coordinating Council of the opposition in 2012, preparing Naval’ny for the mayoral elections in Moscow 2013. Much like the early stages of the “Other Russia” forum, they proposed a democratic transformation, an alternative campaign structure, and campaign path different from either authoritarianism or traditional direct democracy:

			There is a real technological alternative [to representative democracy]; as with the system of multiple bookkeeping accountancies, we can in one step return to the primordial (iznachal´noe) condition of direct democracy and on new, technological platforms. We see the possibility that any citizen can take part in direct electronic democracy; the practice of mouse-clicking in political computer games half an hour on Saturdays and Sundays can become part of our everyday life, and totally change our societal life […] In its simplest form, the model political system that we offer is a mixture of interactive social networks with real-time political strategic action.69 

			In sum, then: as a utopia, cloud democracy was alluring—but as a description of Russian reality, it could prove illusory. The concept itself seemed poorly designed for attracting public support, let alone the pool of discussants that the concept warranted. The 2015 campaign was set to be a test of how this could be transformed into practice, and whether it could successfully challenge regime control and filters. In the following section, I analyze the campaign framing of the Naval’ny team’s campaign for PARNAS in the local elections, as well as the counter-moves and counter-framing of the regime. 

			Leaving the Cloud: the 2015 Campaign as a “Trial Run”

			Social media offer a whole new repertoire for movements, as they transcend independent media as a “mediation frame” for protest policies. These media open a new dimension: rather than being constrained or re-framed by media, movements and protest groups can “be the media.” As Bart Cammearts notes, the Internet provides social movements with “extensive mediation opportunities to inform independently, to debate internally, and to link up directly with those interested in supporting their cause in a cost-efficient way, potentially across the time–space continuum.”70 And rather than being potential constraints on framing, social media remove constraints altogether, and provide protest groups with the possibility of “self-mediation”—to adapt the message to the medium of communication, and also to communicate instantly with a mass audience. A new “opportunity structure” is created: “mediation opportunity structure” should not be seen strictly as a means to an end (a collective gathering), but rather as “constitutive” for a new repertoire of collective action.71 

			This opportunity would play into the hands of protest biography. Social media can frame and circulate biographical events quickly to a broad audience, thus conveying images of “risk” and “courage.”  For Russian liberal activists, Cloud Democracy sketched a blueprint on how to “be the media.” However, although the authors had indicated that they were “convinced that new technologies would succeed in politics as it has in economics,”72 they had only limited experience in utilizing their model in campaigning.73 Moreover, they nurtured ideas that universal suffrage was not a good idea. Indeed, they noted, “a significant part of those voting in the presidential elections do not know anything about the foundations of the Constitution, or the powers of the presidency.”74 In sum, the authors could not say how this would work, in one passage asking outright: “How will cloud democracy really work, if, in the power of some political transformation, it becomes the foundation of the state structure?” And they responded rhetorically:

			We cannot precisely determine this. And no one can, if no sufficiently comprehensive real-life experiment is made; but we can with a high degree of certainty assume that the practical realization of cloud democracy will imply the rule of experts (ekspertokratiya) in particular, and the power of the people (narodovlastie) in general.75 

			This “real-life” experiment of “expertocracy” and “peoples’ power” came in 2015, not as a cost-efficient state-sponsored voting system, but as a campaign for PARNAS. The formal structure was a coalition with PARNAS, which provided the ultimate platform for campaigning in practice. However, the “Komanda Naval’nogo” did not want to build an organization. Volkov made this explicit in the midst of the 2015 local elections summer campaign. Having returned from abroad in December 2014, he first led campaigning in Novosibirsk, but when the Demkoalitsia was barred from the electoral race there, he took over the campaign in Kostroma after the arrest of St. Petersburg activist, Andrey Pivovarov on July 28, 2015.76 No doubt, the electoral arena was an important testing ground. In a piece in Novaya Gazeta in August, Volkov, perhaps ironically, called “Elections as Stress for Those in Power” (Vybory kak stress vlasti). The liberals should utilize the uncertainty induced by the elections as a platform for electoral mobilization and framing, he maintained: 

			I have always been an adherent of building systems that are maximally flexible, horizontal, reflective and capable of adaptation. This approach is shared by all of the members of the Foundation to Combat Corruption (FBK)—the most effective political organization in the country. Although not even structured as a formal political force (they did not allow the “Party of Progress” to register), FBK, is undoubtedly the utmost important irritant to those in power, and the force, which most significantly formulates the political agenda.77

			While intending to run in four regions, the Naval’ny team ended up barely running in one, and even that was an uphill struggle against the disruptive tactics of the regime. The team used this small opportunity, however, to test both campaigning and framing in social media. Table 1 shows the results of a content analysis of all Facebook entries of Volkov, Yashin and Naval’ny in the Kostroma campaign. Entries are classified as “campaign,” “violations,” “counter-framing,” “appeals” or “disruptive incidents.”78 Many of these are cross-postings of the same violations and incidents, but the campaign entries are mostly original. Hence, quantity is not an indicator of the number of incidents; what is of interest is the discursive tendency of the social media framing. 

			


Table 1: Facebook Entries in the Kostroma Campaign by Category 
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							paign cover-
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							Viola-

							tions 

						
							
							Counter-framing

						
							
							Appeals

						
							
							Disrup-

							tive inci-

							dents

						
							
							Other

						
					

					
							
							Volkov

						
							
							145

						
							
							80

						
							
							46

						
							
							35

						
							
							35

						
							
							15

						
					

					
							
							Yashin

						
							
							159 (23)

						
							
							33

						
							
							7

						
							
							13

						
							
							5

						
							
							-

						
					

					
							
							Naval’ny

						
							
							11

						
							
							1

						
							
							7

						
							
							2

						
							
							4

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Sum

						
							
							315

						
							
							114

						
							
							60

						
							
							50

						
							
							44

						
							
							18

						
					

				
			

			


Note: Figures in parenthesis indicate the total number of entries that cross-posted these campaign reports. Many of these entries are cross-posted entries to Twitter (most frequently done by Volkov) or to Live Journal. I have not counted the latter, because Yashin’s Live Journal has not been active since 2014. Naval’ny and Volkov both used Live Journal, however. Indeed, Volkov made a separate Live Journal for the campaign (http://www.leonidvolkov.ru), while not using his personal page (http://leonwolf.livejournal.com) for the purposes of the campaign. Apparently, however, most entries in Live Journal were re-posted on Facebook.

			


Concerning selection, I have concentrated on the PARNAS top-candidate, Ilya Yashin; the head of the campaign staff, Leonid Volkov, who stepped in as campaign leader in Kostroma after the arrest of Andrey Pivovarov; 79 and the major campaign attraction, Aleksey Naval’ny, who stayed more aloof from everyday campaigning. The second candidate of PARNAS, a local administrative official, Vladimir Andreychenko, did not use social media, and hence is not included here.80 The time-frame begins on August 11, 2015, when Naval’ny and Yashin arrived in Kostroma to attend the court case against arrested campaign leader, Pivovarov. Technically, the real campaign did not start until August 13, however, when the local TsIK, on instructions from Moscow, allowed PARNAS to run in Kostroma.81 Campaign headquarters were shut down on September 16, 2015, and this date ends the count and content analysis. 

			A brief explanation of the content analysis labels is in order. Campaign coverage refers explicitly to all entries covering the activity of campaign officials, staff and observers, media debates, meetings between the public and the nominees as well as pictures of agitation and the Kostroma countryside (glubinka). Appeals involve entries explicitly designed to draw more observers to Kostroma, appeals for the release of Pivovarov, or appeals for financial support and donations (which were few). Violations cover all entries reporting violations from the local TsIK before and during Election Day, as well as local provocations and black PR. Counter-framing refers to entries explicitly formulated as attempts to frame adversaries (usually traditional themes like corruption, etc.). Counter-framing covers all campaigning against competing political parties at the federal level, but also entries about named officials, or notable figures. Local provocateurs are counted in the number of violations. Disruptive incidents are entries that deal with arrests, accidents or other emergency situations. Other applies mostly to events from ordinary life (Naval’ny working out before election day), comments about international events (Volkov), or statements/ opinions about issues other than elections.

			Some of these entries involve a mix of several categories, or “thick descriptions” of the campaign and its surroundings. In these cases, I have interpreted their content as being predominantly about a single topic. For instance, on August 26, 2015, Aleksey Naval’ny wrote an entry about fundraising and resource mobilization, but, as it was written, Iliya Yashin was arrested (see below), and the content was tilted towards “violations” more than fundraising. Technically, Naval’ny edited the fundraising appeal into the “violation” entry through a hypertext, effectively creating two entries. Both of these were counted, but in separate categories.82  

			Content analysis shows that campaign issues dominated in social media. Most entries cover issues like staff work, coordination, polls; some entries are about life in local Kostroma and livelihood issues (roads and infrastructure, and social conditions in the glubinka). These entries were re-posted as YouTube campaign material on an almost daily basis. Figures in parenthesis indicate the total number of entries that cross-posted these campaign reports.83 The Naval’ny team also made numerous solidarity appeals during the campaign, mostly appeals for solidarity (with the jailed campaign-leader Andrey Pivovarov, the journalist Oleg Kashin, and the commemoration of the six-month anniversary of the murder of Boris Nemtsov), as well as appeals to volunteers (volontyory) to join in electoral observation. 

			However, many entries also noted campaign violations and disruptive incidents. Indeed, a hoist of state-initiated disruptions overshadowed both the preparation and the campaign. Arbitrary arrests, bureaucratic red-tape, and standard informational manipulations hit the coalition from June/July 2015 and onwards, peaking in late July 2015, with the almost simultaneous rejection of the PARNAS ballot in Magadan, Novosibirsk, and Kaluga, and the arrest of the PARNAS campaign leader, Andrey Pivovarov, in Kostroma on July 28. The latter event bordered on the absurd. In Magadan, local PARNAS leaders were accused of providing scanned (risovannye) signatures for their registration, and Pivarov rushed off to the MVD police station in Kostroma to verify signatures. There he was arrested on allegations of trying to gain “unsanctioned access” to computer-based information, and was jailed without any preliminary agreement on bail or any concrete court ruling for two months—that is, beyond Election Day, September 13.84 

			As for campaign violations, most of these were black PR and provocations in the shape of subtle Internet-based anonymous harassment.85 During the campaign, the Naval’ny team had to fight off local agitprop (leaflets depicting the Naval’ny team as a club for gays), framings (the staged march of a group of “PARNAS protesters” carrying PARNAS banners and U.S. flags through the main street in Kostroma), more arrests (the arrest of the PARNAS single-member district candidate under allegations that he carried explosives and the arrest of Yashin for using a microphone during a campaign meeting), and standardized disinformation of the electorate (the ballot included a party called “ParZaS,” which ran on a single issue: to make the exchange rate of the rouble to the dollar one-to-one). These violations were mostly Volkov entries; Yashin and Naval’ny concentrated on campaign issues and meetings with voters, but framed also some of the incidents (arrests and provocations). 

			Among the graver violations were instructions from the local Electoral Commission to all observers at the polling stations to watch an NTV-produced “documentary” called “Master Class for Provocateurs,” which was posted on YouTube.86 The “documentary” alluded to “foreign agents” training Russian observers in Moscow, and the documentary consisted of a secretly filmed session, where Russian instructors talked to young Russians about the electoral system in Russia. No questions were asked about how NTV had obtained what appeared to be footage from a security camera. In sum, as the opposition rallied for young people to come to Kostroma to act as observers, the local Electoral Commission circulated a letter that indirectly framed all PARNAS observers as “trained agents.”

			Faced with such smear tactics, the liberals had only one option: they could frame the incident and circulate it on social media. Here, however, they had to depend on journalists and the written media to bring the matter further. In fact, the very magnitude of black PR, arrests, disruptions and provocations made the social media of limited use. The liberal activists could “be the media,” but they could not shape a positive image in public opinion under constant harassment and disruption. Clearly, the sheer number of incidents framed in social media cannot convey the whole picture either. These were of varying gravity, and did not always offer opportunities for proactive social media framing. The disruption caused by arrests (Pivovarov, Yashin and SMD candidate Andrey Kon’kov), and a forged case against campaign leader Leonid Volkov in Novosibirsk), drained human and financial resources from the campaign and brought fatigue. 

			In sum, the coalition was subjected to a chain of harassment, orchestrated violations, and psychological pressure, and they were denied the right to meet United Russia candidates in public debates. In practice, the democratic coalition had to fight for electoral attention against “spoiler parties,” like the “Party Against All,” and ParZas. As Volkov stated in a Live Journal entry, PARNAS was subjected to “an attack of the Nazguls” (ataka nazgulov), and had to convince voters that their primary adversary in the campaign was United Russia.87 Under normal circumstances, this would have totally derailed a movement, creating fissures, fear and fatigue, or would have led to violent protests, marches and perhaps even riots. The only sign of fatigue conveyed in the social media, however, was Volkov’s ironic framing of the most blatant violations, most often posted under the entry “aaaaaaah.” 

			In the Kostroma case, non-system liberals were put to a serious test. While it would seem clear from the very beginning that the regime not only wanted the coalition to lose the elections, but also, to portray the campaign as an attempt to induce “foreign values” in the Russian rural district (glubinka), the activists went ahead with the trial-run. Indeed, while preventing PARNAS from securing representation in Kostroma, the regime did not, however, break the non-system liberals’ courage. Rather on the contrary, the activists seemed to fall back on central markers as “struggle,” “resistance,” and coupled these to a general idea of valiant protest biography and identity. To substantiate this claim, I turn to analysis of the major strategic conclusions made by the coalition, during and after the electoral defeat.

			Canaries in a Coal Mine: Goal Re-Orientation or Continued Struggle? 

			Numerous circumstances may prompt a movement to change strategies and tactics. The absence or narrowing of opportunities can increase mobilization; repression can lead to increased violence, also initiated by activists; and incentives, partial inclusion and organizational demands can lead the organization to settle for less and adapt to the conditions offered. In such cases, the movement undergoes a substitution of goals: its original aims are re-framed, and its mobilization strategy is altered. 

			In the 2015 campaign, the liberal activists were put to a harsh test. From the very start, their aim had been to conduct a campaign and run for elections. They did so under conditions of severe pressure, but also under circumstances of declining collective action and bystander participation. Moreover, the frequent use of social media did not in itself seem to create new opportunities for the liberals. By September 16, 2015, they had already acknowledged defeat in the elections, but a general mood of resignation set in before this. Indeed, a rallying demonstration in Moscow was announced already on September 3, but the “Kostroma effect” did not materialize in substantial participation at the concluding rally on September 20. Table 2 shows the street-rallies and protests of 2012–2015, with embedded liberal participation. 

			


Table 2: Protest Cycles with Embedded Liberal Participation 

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							When

						
							
							Event

						
							
							No. of participants (according to organizers)

						
							
							No. of participants (according to official media)

						
					

					
							
							Dec. 10, 2011

						
							
							Bolotnaya Square

						
							
							100,000/80,000

						
							
							24,000/25,000

						
					

					
							
							Dec. 24, 2011

						
							
							Sakharov Avenue

						
							
							120,000/100,000

						
							
							29,000/29,000

						
					

					
							
							Feb. 4, 2012

						
							
							March on Yakimanka

						
							
							120,000

						
							
							40,000/36,000

						
					

					
							
							Feb. 26, 2012

						
							
							Garden ring

						
							
							34,000/35,000

						
							
							11,000

						
					

					
							
							Mar. 4, 2010

						
							
							Pushkin square

						
							
							
							20,000 +

						
					

					
							
							May 6, 2012

						
							
							Bolotnaya square

						
							
							70,000/30,000

						
							
							8,000

						
					

					
							
							July 18, 2013

						
							
							Manezhnaya Square (Naval’ny support meeting)

						
							
							15,000

						
							
							2,500

						
					

					
							
							Sep. 21, 2014

						
							
							Peace March (Marsh mira)

						
							
							26,000

						
							
							5,000

						
					

					
							
							Mar. 1, 2015

						
							
							Mourning Nemtsov

						
							
							80,000

						
							
							16,500

						
					

					
							
							Sep. 20, 2015

						
							
							Mar’ino Meeting

						
							
							7,000

						
							
							4,000

						
					

				
			

			


Source: The estimates are drawn from multiple sources. See Jardar Østbø. 2015. “Divided by the Desire for Peace: A Frame Analysis of the Twitter Mobilization ahead of the Russian Peace March 21 September 2014.” Digital Icons 13: 91 – 131; Denis Volkov. 2012. “Protestnoe dvizhenie v Rossii v kontse 2011–2102 gg. Istoki, dinamika, rezultaty.” Levada Center. Moscow (September), available at: www.levada.ru/books/protestnoe-dvizhenie-v-rossii-v-kontse-2011-2012-gg, accessed October 5, 2015; Dmitry Gromov. 2012. “‘My ne oppozitsiya, a narod’: novye cherty ulichnogo politicheskogo aktsionizma.” Antropologicheskii forum 16 online, available at: anthropologie.kunstkamera.ru/files/pdf/016online/gromov.pdf, accessed October 16, 2015, and the estimates of Dozhd’, available at: https://www.facebook.com/tvrain/videos/10153326825033800/?fref=nf.

			


In sum, the liberals found themselves facing a grave post-electoral situation. If the Komanda Naval’nogo had nurtured a practical social media based approach to democracy and campaigning, Russian realities caught quickly up with them, and exposing the hardships of campaigning did not lead to massive public mobilization at the Mar’ino Meeting. Indeed, the stage was set for a goal re-orientation. 

			However, the non-system liberals did not change course. First, they had been mobilizing throughout the campaign to pass the 5 percent threshold, and even when this did not seem imminent, they seemed set on continuing street action and “stressing” the authorities. Even from the onset of campaigning, it seemed clear that the Democratic Coalition had no chance of running in regional elections—but “boycott was no option,” Volkov stated. On the contrary, the coalition should continue to campaign, exposing the excessive measures taken by the regime:

			Briefly put, in removing us from participation in elections, and this, with the graciousness of an elephant in a china shop, the presidential administration incidentally crushed the stable and established political system in Novosibirsk oblast’. This is a good illustration of what we can achieve, without even making it to the ballot.88

			This remark signaled that regime disruptions would not stall the activists. Indeed, even Pivovarov, sitting in a cell in Kostroma prison, urged the campaign to continue, and that only civic methods of struggle should be applied. In an interview with representatives of the St. Petersburg Zaksobranie, Pivovarov refuted the idea that campaigning was “senseless”: 

			I am categorically against the thesis that it does not make sense to take part in the elections. We have to take part. And we will. No matter how these elections proceed, this is currently the most fundamental way to struggle politically. We have to take part, because there is a real chance for success, even under these dire conditions.89

			Second, even when summarizing the electoral defeat, liberals were adamant that the hybrid tactics of electoral rallies and street struggles would continue. PARNAS candidate Yashin summarized this eloquently in a Facebook blog circulated by the Naval’ny team via social media. He stated that the campaign had been “exhausting (iznuryayushchaya), but substantive and crisp clear; we labored honestly, but were fighting an enormous machine.” He counted all in all 200 meetings with voters. Acknowledging forgeries and pressure, Yashin admitted that PARNAS had failed to cross the threshold. He was clear on the reasons, however:

			The reasons are for all to see. They waged a war against our team at Kostroma. Every day they threw mud at us on local and federal television. The electorate was confused by spoiler parties; at the top of the list stood the party “Against All,” and above us, a party-twin: “ParZas.”90

			Ironically, the Naval’ny team also had to fight off fellow liberals. Yashin also lambasted Yabloko for having lashed out against Naval’ny during the campaign to steal media time, hence harking back to earlier rivalries in the liberal camp. He did not, however, invite speculations on a re-orientation of the main strategy of the coalition. Thanking the staff and PARNAS for “covering the rear” (prikrivat’ tyl), Yashin used military metaphors: 

			For us, fighting the crooks in the Kremlin is not a one-day thing, and not limited to an electoral campaign. We are the only detachment of resistance (otryad soprotivleniya) in Russia that is prepared to stand against the alignment (gruppirovka) of Putin and we will stand our ground. We will never leave Russia and leave the country to crooks and rogues (zhuliki i prokhodimtsy).91 

			This phrase sounded just as relentless as the atmosphere induced by the campaign surroundings, with striking similarities to the rallying campaigns of Naval’ny. As such, it was not likely to turn the liberals away from what had been a struggle for civic and electoral rights. The liberal activists were prepared to continue the struggle, also at great risk. Indeed, the regime was clearly not satisfied with derailing the campaign. Shortly after the closure of the electoral cycle, the Investigative Committee, as if to solidify the elements of regime-approved harassments that had flooded the campaign in Kostroma, came to collect the fines imposed on Naval’ny in the Kirovles case, taking property from his apartment and denying him the right to travel abroad. Naval’ny laconically remarked that he was considered “a VIP-client” by the courts: they arrived without prior warning and carried property out the door.92 

			The end-result of the Kostroma-campaign was dismal for the non-system liberals, and potentially also a victory for the authoritarian regime. However, as events in 2016 have shown, organizational efforts continued. The launching of the PARNAS primaries in January 2016 was boosted by YouTube videos and an electronic voting mechanism for choosing Duma candidates was installed at the site Volnaperemen.ru (Wave of Change), with planned primaries to be held in April 2016. Moreover, the Naval’ny anti-corruption fund launched numerous investigations into the finances of Russia’s procurator Yurii Chaika and Putin’s son-in-law starting from December 2015 and onwards. Whether this effort has drawn more sympathizers is hard to estimate, however. It has certainly antagonized entrenched regime-interests, though. On April 1 2016, the highly intimidating video “Kasyanov den’” (Kasyanov’s Day) was broadcast on public television and social media, tearing the Naval’ny-PARNAS alliance apart with Naval’ny and other sympathizers leaving the Democratic coalition in late April over Kasyanov’s refusal to renegotiate his position as leader of the coalition’s list to the Duma elections. Finally, in late May 2016, the PARNAS Volna peremen Internet site for the nomination of candidates was severely compromised with detailed information of all registered voters being left on display at the website. Again, regime framing proved stronger than the ability of the non-system opposition to frame messages of dignity, electoral rights and normalcy.

			Conclusions

			This article has argued that Russian liberals have acted in a dispersed movement mode to promote civic and electoral rights in Russia. Instead of relying solely on traditional party-organizations, non-system liberals have engaged in campaign-style networks, and instead of devoting resources to debating ideological principles, they have called for active and visible campaigning and framing in social media. The article argues that this has been a deliberate strategy, and also, that it has little to do with aligning ideologically with nationalists. Indeed, by using public rallies as a frame for contacting people and expanding the borders of the “political” as set in the 2011/2012 protests, Russian liberals have focused on the modest opportunities offered by local elections in 2015, to rally for Duma elections in 2016. Their strategy has been a flexible one, also during the campaign, and not primarily directed at framing “Putinism” or opposing parties. Rather, non-system liberals have strived to embody the principles of civic liberty and the right to organize public meetings, thereby indirectly demonstrating the harassment of the regime and of local administrations. 

			The article argued that the dominant master-frame has been that of “normalcy,” a frame that aligns well with the over-all goals of liberalism: freedom of expression, the right to voice opinions, and also, the right to profess a political alternative in a system dominated by entrenched systemic interests. This accounts for the non-system position of the liberal groups; they have presented themselves as ordinary Russians willing to risk careers and opportunities in the cause of gathering votes. The mode of struggle has involved remaining within the limits of the Russian Constitution, while using the public space opened up by social media to attract a broader audience. 

			However, this strategy has faced a host of nigh-insurmountable hurdles that have proliferated unchecked under Putin’s resurgent authoritarianism. The case of Kostroma, which proved to be the only opportunity offered, revealed both the standardized toolbox of regime oppression, summarized by Samuel Greene as impediment, attack and replacement, but also, by a far more encompassing brand of authoritarianism, seeking not only to derail the campaign, but to eradicate this relatively small segment of Russian politics all-together. Although campaigning was not restricted, unpredictable arrests, provocations (also on the part of the local TsIK), and black PR designed to smear the reputation of the liberals created an almost unbearable atmosphere, and this attack has continued beyond the regional campaigns. While revealing the various tactics employed by the regional regimes to limit their outreach, liberals were at the same time exposed to enormous pressure. 

			While the 2016 electoral atmosphere and results will offer further evidence, it seems reasonable to conclude that the Kostroma campaign was, as a test case of virtual campaigning and “cloud democracy,” a dubious success in drawing support, but, possibly, a by far more significant success in revealing the capacity of persistence in this segment of the Russian non-system opposition. The message of “normalcy” stood out in the framing contest as being but a colorful canary in a coal mine; still the bravery of the campaigners is impressive. Indeed, the short-lived campaign revealed an atmosphere of absolute hostility. This hostility seems directed against ordinary Russians, wanting a small piece of public politics, and what more, respect and dignity. 
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			Framing Sanctions in the Russian Media: 

			The Rally Effect and Putin’s Enduring Popularity
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			Higher School of Economics

			Abstract: This article analyzes a paradoxical situation: sanctions have real negative effects on the Russian economy, but are not recognized by the population as a problem. The article analyzes the key strategies used to deproblematize the economic sanctions (and the Russian food embargo) that were used in four Russian newspapers from March 2014 to December 2014. Drawing on agenda-setting theory, we assume that the use of deproblematization strategies in the media discussion on economic sanctions proves to people that the effects of the sanctions are not severe. The second section discusses another puzzle: against the background of a large-scale economic and political crisis in Russia, Vladimir Putin’s support is increasing. We explain this outcome using the rally-around-the-flag effect. We argue that Russia’s media discussion can explain why the rally effect in Russia is substantially more stable than in other countries.

			Russia’s annexation of Crimea on March 18, 2014, had a significant impact on Russia’s relations with the West. Public discussion about the annexation of Crimea was largely ideological. Countries have adopted various positions on the issue and defended them in various ways, including through the media. It is possible to accuse the Russian1 and the Western media2 of promoting a politically desirable public opinion on this issue. Western countries have supported Ukraine in the conflict and described Russia as the aggressor. Thus, the declared purpose of the economic sanctions Western countries imposed on Russia is the return of Crimea to Ukraine and the revision of Russian foreign policy.

			A number of governments imposed sanctions on Russian individuals and businesses immediately after the annexation of Crimea. Initially, the sanctions had the largest impact on the country’s image and involved only a travel ban on the officials named in the sanctions list to the countries that introduced these measures. Later, the sanctions were extended, and additional countries supported them. In addition, the West began to impose economic constraints on Russia. Thus, in July 2014, a new package of sanctions targeted certain Russian raw materials and defense companies, and in September, restrictions limited loans to Russian companies and individuals. One reason for the expansion of economic sanctions was the conflict in Eastern Ukraine.

			International sanctions against Russian individuals, businesses and officials became an iconic topic in 2014 for the Russian media. The possible consequences of the sanctions were actively discussed. In 2014, the central and regional press published 92,155 articles on this issue, according to an analysis of the Integrum database.3 The sanctions also attracted substantial public attention. According to surveys by the Levada Center, the issue was repeatedly named as the most memorable event of the month prior to the survey (21-28% of respondents).4 

			After the sanctions were implemented, Russia faced serious economic problems, including a decline in foreign trade and GDP per capita. The sanctions contributed to other economic problems in Russia, including the drop in the price of oil, ruble devaluation, inflation, and budget deficits.5 However, unexpectedly, the economic sanctions were not recognized by the population as a problem. Opinion polls revealed that a large proportion of Russians did not perceive negative effects from the sanctions for the country as a whole (62 percent) and for themselves personally (92 percent).6 Additionally, the Russian food embargo was positively evaluated. 

			We assume that these perceptions are due to the purposeful construction of the image of the economic sanctions in the media. Although the public has observed the price increases connected with the sanctions,7 it believes that the sanctions and, in particular, the food embargo will benefit domestic manufacturers and therefore the country as a whole.8 Of course, the fate of domestic producers is routinely discussed in the media and represents a topic that is approved and supported by the public.9 However, such optimism with respect to the economic sanctions is surprising. Thus, the measures, which initially had a negative intention and were applied as a “punishment” for Russian foreign-policy decisions, were received with unexpected enthusiasm in the citizenry. Since public opinion on these issues is influenced by the mass media, we will pay attention to the media framing10 of sanctions and, especially, to the strategies of its deproblematization.

			Media-Constructed Problems and “Non-Problems”

			In this study, we assume that the population’s assessment of certain issues as important and relevant is largely connected with how the media discusses them. According to agenda-setting theory, the intensity of the debate in the media can influence people’s perception of certain events as important.11 Thus, for example, there is a link between popular perceptions about the most important issues in candidates’ programs and the frequency of references to these issues in the media.12 Numerous empirical examples have illustrated this theory: The Gulf War,13 Watergate,14 environmental pollution,15 and even organ donation.16

			As work on agenda-setting theory evolved, researchers added more nuance to our understanding of it. Accordingly, some proposed drawing attention to the specific characteristics of the situation or the person who shapes public opinion. This modification of the theory was called second level agenda-setting. For example, if a study of the discussion in the U.S. media about foreign countries shows that widely discussed countries are perceived as important to U.S. interests, this result corresponds to the classical theoretical model – so-called first level agenda-setting. While a conclusion about the correlation between a number of negative articles about a country in the media and the percent of people who perceive the country as unfriendly for the U.S. relates to second level agenda-setting.17 Later, these ideas were developed into the network agenda-setting model, according to which different agendas can be combined in “bundles.”18 Therefore, researchers should pay attention not only to specific issues (information about which is regarded as independent), but to the connections between different issues.

			Thus, we can assume that the mass media, to a certain extent, construct social problems and attract public attention to these issues. The background of such a constructivist approach to social problems is supplied by a paper published by Richard Fuller and Richard Myers,19 who noted that the existence a negative fact does not necessarily make it a problem. For example, discrimination against the black population was observed in the southern and northern states in the U.S. However, this discrimination was not defined as problematic at all times and in all places. Guided by this logic, the proponents of this approach believe that when we study poverty we must seek to understand what makes poverty a social problem and why individuals define it as such. However, this statement should not imply that the numerous researchers who have studied poverty or its causes have been counterproductive.20 

			A significant role in the process of constructing problems is played by the representatives of various interest groups, which try to change a situation.21 In addition, the lack of effective action to solve a problem could result in increased media attention on the problem. However, government action to address a problem can attract even more public attention.22 Thus, a problem in the process of being formulated in the public space becomes a form of leverage, which requires specific action by the authorities. Thus, they have a need to develop strategies to deproblematize a situation (counter-rhetorical strategies), i.e., to construct “non-problems.”

			Of course, the simplest way to divert attention from a problem is to eliminate it from the information agenda, for example, by a ban on media discussion of an issue.23 However, implementating this strategy requires many resources (e.g., power, administrative resources).24 In addition, in today’s society, opportunities to control mass communications are limited because of the emergence of new communication channels and the increasing importance of the Internet. In this context, more complex mechanisms for decreasing public attention on issues have partly replaced bans and taboos. One strategy with which to perform deproblematization resembles a rethinking of priorities. It is possible to focus on issues that are more convenient for the government and not to pay attention to other, negative facts. This strategy was clearly illustrated in an article by Yasaveev, in which he demonstrated that federal Russian TV channels paid particular attention to the problems of terrorism, crime and drug abuse while ignoring the problems of alcoholism and corruption.25 The possible explanation of this effect is governmental media policy.

			However, the range of strategies used to deproblematize various issues is substantially wider.26 Counter-rhetoric strategies can deny the importance and urgency of a problem as such (unsympathetic counter-rhetoric) or refute suggested ways to solve it (sympathetic counter-rhetoric). In the first case, it is possible to present counterexamples, or a situation can be represented as a series of unrelated incidents. Additionally, attempts can be made to discredit the participants in a discussion. When sympathetic counter-rhetoric is used in a discussion, a problem may be described as inevitable and ways of solving it as no less dangerous than the problem itself.27

			Empirical research on deproblematization strategies in the Russian mass media focus on a variety of issues, from the excess of glamor in the public space28 to Russia’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO)29. Generally, all of the strategies described by Ibarra and Kitsuse are used in Russian public debate.30 

			Method

			This article analyzes the key strategies used to deproblematize the economic sanctions (and the Russian food embargo) in four leading Russian newspapers from March 2014 to December 2014. Although Russia has a large number of registered print media, many only exist nominally, or primarily reprint and rewrite reports from other sources. Thus, it seems logical to focus on discussions that occurred in the most prominent newspapers: Rossiyskaya Gazeta, Novaya Gazeta, Argumenty i Fakty and Kommersant. We selected the most influential print media using the Title Popularity Ranking (TPR) of printed Russian media. This ranking is based on the following three parameters: circulation, advertising prices and citation ratios (i.e., the citation of one media outlet in other print-media outlets). Thus, TPR evaluates the popularity of a media outlet among the general population, advertisers and journalists. Because of its composite nature, we can assume that this rating accurately reflects the real market situation of the publications. 

			Additionally, the print publications included in the sample represent different viewpoints: pro-government (Rossiyskaya Gazeta), the political opposition (Novaya Gazeta), a popular mass newspaper (Argumenty i Fakty) and a business publication (Kommersant). Thus, we consider the discussion that appeared in the four newspapers, which could be placed at the poles of two axes: ideological stance and information category. Between March 2014 and December 2014, these newspapers published 3,173 articles on the sanctions and the Russian food embargo.

			After the sampling, we performed a search for the articles in these newspapers that use the keyword “sanctions” using the Integrum database.31 Additionally, articles that were not relevant to our study focus were excluded from the analysis. Articles that expressed opinions on the potential and/or actual impact of the sanctions (and the introduction of the Russian food embargo, i.e., “anti-sanctions”) on the Russian economy were considered to be relevant. The analysis did not include articles that mentioned sanctions that did not refer to the economic sanctions implemented against Russia (i.e., the word was used in another sense or in relation to another country) and articles that mentioned the sanctions as a challenge for the domestic economy in passing.

			This research relates public opinion and the debate as expressed in the print media. We do not analyze the position of business representatives (whose attitude toward the current situation in Russia is nevertheless interesting32) because this topic is suitable for a separate study. Another limitation of this study is the relatively low level of media freedom in Russia. The Press Freedom Index characterizes the circumstances in Russia as “unfavorable.” During the period covered by the study, Russia was ranked 148th (of 180 countries).33 Many researchers have examined the pressure experienced by the media in Russia.34 However, several factors make our research reliable. First, we do not analyze the views of interest groups regarding the economic sanctions but focus on the media framing of this problem in Russia.  Newspapers that are loyal to the government may play a substantial role in the deproblematization of sanctions. Therefore, the significant number of such newspapers does not constitute an obstacle for research on this process. In addition, the sample of newspapers and magazines used in this study includes the opposition press (e.g., Novaya Gazeta), which should enable us to analyze the features of the coverage of the sanctions in print media with an alternative ideological orientation. Therefore, although television has a larger audience, for the purposes of this study, it is preferable to analyze print media. Russian television engages in propaganda more than the press. Television limits the possibilities of the government’s opponents to participate in discussions. The print media are more independent and enable us to analyze the discussion in detail, including the statements of the opposition. In addition, according to certain theories, the press constructs a hierarchy of the issues that receive media coverage and structures the discussion on topical issues, whereas television only “highlights” certain aspects of such issues.35

			Empirical Results

			Discussion of Economic Sanctions: Their Intensity and Related Topics

			The debate regarding the economic sanctions originated immediately after the publication of the first sanctions list in March 2014. However, the issue only began to attract widespread attention in August-September 2014, when in response to the actions of the U.S. and the EU, the Russian government introduced a food embargo (Figure 1). This decision by the Russian government limited the import of products from the countries that joined in the sanctions. Thus, during that autumn, the issue remained prominent in the information agenda for several reasons. First, this period was the most difficult for businesses because of the need to adapt to the new conditions. As an interest group, businesspeople can be divided into two opposing groups. One group (primarily food businesses that operate in the domestic market) benefited from the food embargo. The other (importers) suffered significant losses. However, each of the parties actively participated in the public debate, seeking to protect and promote its interests. In addition, the food embargo provided the authorities a favorable opportunity to demonstrate their attention to the needs of domestic manufacturers. If economic sanctions could be perceived as an indicator of government weakness, the response from the Russian side had to demonstrate a willingness to confront the “external enemies.” Accordingly, the representatives of this interest group have also been interested in participating in the media debate.

			Simultaneously, the food embargo was a more interesting topic for the public. Changes in the food assortment in stores became apparent, whereas limits on the entry of certain officials into the U.S. and the EU have virtually no impact on citizens’ lives. The media are interested in publishing articles that have the most relevance for their audience. This approach enables them to sell more copies and more effectively attract advertisers. Therefore, the intensification of the debate on the sanctions after the introduction of the Russian food embargo was partly due to the activities of interest groups and partly a result of the topic’s public “marketability.”

			


Figure 1. Intensity of the debate on economic sanctions, the euro and dollar exchange rates and the price of oil (March 2014 - March 2015)
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Note: The graph shows the number of articles about the issues in the Russian press (according to the Integrum database).

			However, by the end of the year, the intensity of the debate on the economic sanctions began to decrease amid increasing interest in the ruble exchange rate and oil prices. Because media “throughput” is limited,36 to a certain extent, more pressing economic issues replaced this topic in the newspapers. However, in several cases, different economic problems did not compete among themselves for attention. Instead, they formed “bunches” that attracted increasing attention to each of the bunch’s components.37 In this regard, it is logical to analyze not only the articles on economic sanctions but also the articles on topics related to them.

			Initially, the discussion about the economic sanctions was strongly connected with Crimea’s annexation into Russia. In March 2014 (directly after the Crimean status referendum on March 16, 2014), more than 50 percent of the articles on the sanctions contained references to the peninsula. Thus, the main focus of the discussion shifted in the direction of the question “why?” At this stage of the public debate, news articles often emphasized a connection between Crimea’s accession to Russia (as the cause) and the sanctions against Russia (as the consequence).

			


Table 1. Number of articles on sanctions that contained references to Crimea, oil prices and the ruble exchange rate
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Note: Calculated for the Russian press using the Integrum database.

			However, subsequently, the percentage of articles on the sanctions that also referred to the accession of Crimea began to decrease and by November 2014 did not exceed 12 percent. Simultaneously, the number of articles that referred to the ruble exchange-rate fluctuations and changes in oil prices increased. Thus, the discussion began to focus more on the implications of the sanctions, and media attention on the reasons for imposing the measures decreased. The discourse of “why?” was replaced by the discourse of “what now?” The sanctions had become a familiar situation, and the public was no longer interested in the reasons for them. Questions regarding the consequences of the deterioration of relations with Western countries and ways to adapt to the new conditions became more relevant for Russians than information about reasons for sanctions implementation.

			As is well known, the effectiveness of economic sanctions is low. In few cases have sanctions resulted in changes in the sanctioned country’s policies.38 It is logical to assume that one reason for this effect is the shift in the public debate from an analysis of the causes of the sanctions to a discussion on how to adapt to the sanctions. As researchers note, media freedom decreases in a country on which economic sanctions have been imposed.39 Therefore, in this case, we can expect the public debate to be influenced by external actors who seek to create a certain image of the problems.40

			Deproblematization Strategies 

			Even if the losses caused by economic sanctions are assessed as significant,41 unsympathetic counter-rhetoric42 prevails in the public discourse (Table 2). That is, generally, the media stress that the situation is not a problem. Thus, immediately after the implementation of the first sanctions package, the anti-patterning strategy gained popularity. This strategy drew attention to the fact that the measures had not significantly damaged the Russian economy or its financial markets. Thus, the economic sanctions appeared to the newspaper reader as a series of separate negative episodes primarily related to officials and legal entities.

			Generally, the popularity of this strategy during the initial period of the sanctions can be explained by the details of the issue’s development. In fact, during the first stage, the sanctions affected the country’s image more than its economy. Subsequently, the first package of sanctions against Russian companies (defense and raw materials) was adopted in July 2014. Until that moment, the sanctions only restricted entry to certain countries for individual Russian citizens. Thus, the sanctions did not directly influence the economy. However, an indirect impact of the first sanctions list on the business climate occurred because of Russia’s decreasing attractiveness as a business partner. However, the media wrote little about the problem in these terms.

			By the end of 2014, when the anti-patterning strategy began to be less frequently applied, the “telling anecdote” strategy gained popularity. This strategy involves using examples to refute the claim that the economic sanctions are a problem. Generally, these counterexamples can be separated into two levels: the world level and the Russian regional level. For instance, a significant number of articles in the print media included references to the experience of other countries (primarily China and Iran), which also faced economic sanctions. In addition, the emphasis was not on the fact that the country did not suffer significant losses as a result of the sanctions, but on the fact that the measures by Western countries were an incentive for development.

			


Table 2. Matrix of counter-rhetoric strategies used in the media discussion regarding economic sanctions43 
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			Note: The matrix and the translations are provided by the author.

			In unison with the optimistic reference to the experience of other countries, representatives of the Russian regions noted increasing opportunities to develop domestic producers following the restriction of competition that resulted from the Russian food embargo. Interestingly, several years earlier, free competition connected with Russia’s accession to the WTO was described in the media as the way to develop the Russian economy.44 However, later, a switch occurred in the public debate, and protectionism began to be perceived as the best condition for the development of domestic production rather than free-trade policies. However, the high assessment of the importance of domestic production remained constant. Import substitution (importozameshenie) became a magical incantation that not only evoked the view that the sanctions were a “non-problem” but also the desirability of the current form of relations with Western countries (particularly the food embargo). 

			Two additional strategies emphasize the reasons to distrust the interest groups that problematize the issue. Thus, the counter-rhetoric of insincerity stresses that the groups that emphasize the negative impact of the sanctions on Russia are not concerned about the public good but about promoting their own interests. In this case, business representatives can be accused of trying to lobby on behalf of their industries to obtain preferential treatment (e.g., state subsidies, loans) under the pretext of the losses incurred as a result of the sanctions. Thus, these entrepreneurs only pretended to suffer from complications in relations with Western countries. The representatives of other groups can also be accused of insincerity. Thus, politicians can use discussion about economic sanctions to attract popular support. Even members of the expert community, who should provide objective comments, may use the sanctions to pursue personal goals, for example, self-promotion.45 Occasionally, this practice can influence the argumentation.

			However, this strategy does not necessarily enable one to identify interest groups with transparent motives. For example, the media mentioned a group whose purpose according to an article in Rossiyskaya Gazeta was to “undermine the position of the flagships of the national (Russian) economy” (Table 2). In the public discussion, this group was labeled as “national traitors.” Based on the articles in the press, the group’s goals are not clear. It appears that the group’s representatives seek only to destroy the existing order. We can assume that reality is not so simple. Most likely, the label “national traitors” hides political opponents of the government, who (like the government) may attempt to use the crisis to obtain public support.46 Labels are used for their emotional impact on the audience and to persuade readers that the alternative viewpoint is destructive and dangerous. 

			Another counter-rhetoric strategy (counter-rhetoric of hysteria) closely resembles the previous strategy and involves accusing those who problematize economic sanctions with excessive emotionality. Thus, in certain cases, statements regarding the negative consequences of the economic sanctions are presented as unfounded panic reactions. Opponents are presented as incompetent and their actions depicted as emotional and illogical.

			Sympathetic counter-rhetoric, in which a situation is recognized as problematic, is substantially less popular. These strategies emphasize that attempts to solve the problem will result in more serious negative consequences. Thus, at the initial stage of the debate on the sanctions, it was mentioned that the alternative to the accession of Crimea, which resulted in the sanctions, was a significant number of victims among the peninsula’s Russian-speaking population. These views can be attributed to the strategy of tactical criticism, in which the solutions proposed for problems seem to be more dangerous than the problems themselves. For example, in this case, a set of alternatives was formulated in terms of the economic sanctions vs. a potential military conflict in Crimea. Thus, the reader understood that the case required choosing between the greater and lesser evil. Accordingly, the current situation represents the best alternative. When the president made his decision regarding the annexation of Crimea, he was forced to act as he did because of external threats. Thus, Putin’s decisive action helped avoid significant losses. Naturally, the discussion on the necessity of Crimea’s annexation ended as the focus of the debate subsequently shifted from an analysis of the causes of the situation to an analysis its implications.

			In November and December 2014, the strategy of naturalizing gained a degree of popularity. In this strategy, the negative effects of the sanctions on the Russian economy are natural, because, for a long period domestic production, did not develop and the level of corruption was high. Thus, the deterioration of relations with Western countries was a blow for Russia but one that was bound to occur because the economy was in decline before the sanctions were implemented. Therefore, according to this strategy, it is now necessary to adapt to the new conditions, and the sanctions could be an incentive for development and an indicator of internal economic problems.

			After consideration of the main strategies used in the press to deproblematize the economic sanctions, we can explain the prevalence in the discussion of unsympathetic counter-rhetoric by noting that in terms of propaganda this group of strategies was more effective. The public was insufficiently aware of the actual and potential consequences of the economic sanctions. Thus, it was possible to attempt to convince the public that negative effects of the sanctions were virtually absent. In contrast, sympathetic counter-rhetoric is useful in those cases in which a problematic situation is obvious to the audience. In such circumstances, it is easier to convince the reader that the alternatives are less favorable than trying to make the reader believe that the difficulties that he or she senses do not exist.

			Which Media Were Most Important to the Deproblematization of Economic Sanctions?

			Media owned by the government play the most important role in the deproblematization of economic sanctions. These media support government decisions and provide information regarding the actions of the government and the president in the desired manner. Of course, the government can also influence the media that it does not own. However, the potential impact on public debate in its own media is much larger. This study demonstrates that counter-rhetoric strategies were most often used in Rossiyskaya Gazeta, which is the official newspaper of the Russian government. Articles in Argumenty i Fakty also frequently contained strategies to deproblematize economic sanctions because this newspaper belongs to the Moscow city administration. Many Russian media are affiliated with the government. This situation creates the possibility of maintaining the desired image of the government and of affecting public opinion. However, despite the limited freedom of the Russian media, the images of the economic sanctions that were created in the mass media were varied and not always positive.

			Thus, the business paper Kommersant published primarily neutral articles on the economic sanctions that presented a variety of views on the implications of the measures. Most of the articles that used deproblematization strategies were published in the paper during the first months after the sanctions were implemented (spring-summer 2014). Subsequently, the articles were generally neutral. Novaya Gazeta did not participate in deproblematizing the deterioration of Russian relations with Western countries. On the contrary, most of the articles in the newspaper emphasized the significant losses to the economy and Russia’s reputation that would result from the economic sanctions and food embargo.

			This distribution of roles among newspapers is not surprising. It is related to their editorial policies. Thus, considering that the government was most interested in deproblematizing the sanctions, it is logical that counter-rhetoric strategies prevailed in the newspapers which are a platform for statements by this interest group and to a certain extent loyal to the government. Novaya Gazeta can be grouped among the oppositional media outlets, which explains why this newspaper covered the difficulties connected with the sanctions. The ideological neutrality of Kommersant may be related to the characteristics of its readership. In part, the paper is oriented toward businesspeople, who to a certain extent are aware of the consequences of the sanctions. Accordingly, Kommersant tried to maintain the discussion at the expert level and based primarily on rational arguments while avoiding emotional assessments and statements.

			Discussion

			To what extent is the deproblematization of sanctions in the Russian media important for domestic policy? In this section we examine the possible effects of media discussion on political stability. Influencing public opinion is definitely the purpose of the heads of pro-government media47 in Russia and to some extent they succeed. We assume that the characteristics of media discussion about economic sanctions may partly explain the paradox of Putin’s rising popularity during the conflict with Western countries and the economic crisis. 

			Vladimir Putin is the most popular political figure in modern Russia history. According to opinion polls, Putin’s approval rating increased from 61-65 percent in late 2013 to 80 percent in March 2014 and reaching 89 percent in the summer of 2015.48 In addition, these dramatic increases occurred during episodes of strife, e.g., the conflict in Ukraine, the deterioration of relations with the Western countries after the annexation of Crimea, the imposition of economic sanctions and the Russian food embargo. In fact, Russia is politically isolated and faces serious economic problems (e.g., the devaluation of the ruble, falling oil prices).49 Obviously, the situation in the country does not appear favorable with respect to the growth of the national leader’s popularity. However, the latest research indicates that President Putin’s approval rating is real and that the possible overstatement of his approval rating does not exceed a small number of percentage points.50 Thus, public approval of government actions began to increase after the large-scale protests of the winter of 2011-2012, despite a difficult economic and political period when there was little to celebrate.

			Is the national leader’s popularity growth in such circumstances absurd and unprecedented? In reality, no. History provides examples of more remarkable increases in the popularity of national leaders against the backdrop of crisis than that of Putin. For instance, according to Gallup opinion polls, after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, President George W. Bush’s approval rating increased 35 percent in one week.51 The attack on Pearl Harbor resulted in a 12 percent increase in Franklin Roosevelt’s popularity.52 The Falklands War played an important role in the re-election of Margaret Thatcher,53 and the Gulf War increased George H. W. Bush’s approval rating from 58 to 89 percent for two months.54 This effect has also been observed for other heads of states. The phenomenon of increasing support for national leaders against the background of external threats and crises has been termed the rally-around-the-flag effect.55 The effect occurs when an event displays certain characteristics: citizens unite around the national leader after sudden events of an international scale that are relevant to the country as a whole. The personalized “other” is equally important. That is, the damage caused by natural disasters or industrial accidents does not contribute to the popularity of the authorities. On the contrary, such incidents are often perceived as the indicators of weakness.

			We propose the hypothesis that should be tested in the following studies: the economic sanctions and the Russian food embargo, which occurred after the annexation of Crimea in March 2014, became the basis for a large-scale rally-around-the-flag effect in Russia and the increase in Putin’s approval rating. Moreover, we assume that the strategies of the media can make this effect more stable and last longer. Below we show why this assumption is plausible.

			Many researchers have noted the substantial influence of the media in triggering the rally-around-the-flag effect.56 The knowledge of individuals regarding consolidating events is mediated by discussion in the media because only a small part of the population is directly involved in such events.  Thus, it is difficult to deny the impact of mass communications on the rally-around-the-flag effect. After all, individuals perceive not the problem itself but its media image.57 In addition, in explaining the impact of the media on the rally effect, researchers note that, during crises, events occur suddenly and quickly replace one another.58 Under such difficult circumstances, the authorities have a monopoly on information, whereas opposition leaders who suffer from a deficit of reliable information prefer to refrain from commenting.59 Therefore, criticism of government action is virtually absent from public discussion. It is logical that the media audience believes that its government’s actions are correct and that the national leader will contribute to overcoming the crisis.

			An interesting example of media influence on the appearance of the rally-around-the-flag effect is the case of the Gulf War. The media coverage of the events in the Middle East was not completely objective. Thus, directly prior to the outbreak of hostilities, the number of supporters and opponents of U.S. policy regarding the war was similar.60 However, television news outlets ignored the opposition to the president’s administration, which did not approve military aggression. Supporters of this position received less than 1 percent of screen time.61 Thus, public opinion regarding the Gulf War significantly changed directly after the start of the Desert Storm military operation. The number of Americans who supported such actions increased by more than 16 percent, and the number of opponents of military action in the Middle East fell by 26 percent.62 Subsequently, this gap continued to increase.63

			Such dramatic changes in public opinion can be explained by a rally-around-the-flag effect that partly involves the specifics of the media coverage of an event. However, we can assume that the unequal representation of different positions in the media not only influences the public to perceive a president’s decision as correct but also encourages dissenters to conceal their opinions. Thus, Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann noted that due to the fear of being isolated individuals are less likely to voice their opinions if they assume that they are in the minority.64 This theory was subsequently developed, and the idea of the spiral of silence was transformed into a theory of preference falsification,65 according to which a person’s private and public opinion are not the same things. That is, individuals falsify the opinions that they believe to differ from majority views because they fear the disapproval of society or state sanctions. Therefore, the media debate affects the perception of an issue and the estimation of a situation and can encourage individuals who disagree with the policy of the authorities to falsify their preferences. One should not underestimate the role of the media in constructing the rally-around-the-flag effect. Therefore, the assumption, that Putin’s popularity is connected with media discussion about the external threats has some validity.

			Moreover, previous studies have demonstrated that economic sanctions may contribute to the consolidation of the public around the national leader. A recent example is the case of the UN sanctions against Eritrea.66 In 2009, an arms embargo was imposed on Eritrea, the country’s bank assets were frozen, and a ban on the entry of Eritrean leaders into United Nations countries entered into force. Under these circumstances, representatives of the government and the opposition attempted to exploit the sanctions for their own purposes. For the authorities, such measures have become a way to create a rally-around-the-flag effect and attract resources (including taxes) to reduce the negative effects of sanctions. This strategy has been successfully implemented and enabled the government not only to maintain but also to strengthen its position.

			Researchers note that sanctions imposed on a country with an undemocratic regime often do not achieve their original objectives.67 In certain cases, they result in an increase in support for the national leader. However, this outcome is only possible under certain conditions.68 First, it is important that public approval of a government be high prior to the sanctions. The choice of the rhetorical strategies that will be used to justify the circumstances is also significant. In addition, the sanction should not be applied by the key partners of the country or should only apply to certain aspects of the economic relations between countries. Under these conditions, economic sanctions cause the rally effect and increase the level of support for the government. 

			Obviously, these conditions are fulfilled in modern Russia. For example, the economic sanctions and the Russian-imposed food embargo counter-sanctions only apply to certain groups of goods and services, and Putin’s popularity before the annexation of Crimea exceeded 60 percent. Thus, the level of support for the president was high at the time that the sanctions were implemented. Accordingly, it is appropriate to speak of a rally-around-the-flag effect in this context.

			The rally effect works in Russia for reasons that go beyond the Crimean annexation and sanctions implementation. Putin’s rating increased in crisis situations in the past (Figure 2). Thus, the president’s high approval rating at the turn of 1999-2000 can be attributed to Putin’s participation in resolving the conflict in Chechnya (The Second Chechen War). In addition, a “honeymoon effect,” whereby immediately after an election victory a president receives considerable support from the public,69 was also significant. Putin became acting president after the early departure of Boris Yeltsin, who resigned on December 31, 1999. As a result of the honeymoon effect, Putin’s approval rating was 84 percent in January 2000. The Moscow theater hostage crisis (also known as the Nord-Ost siege) also resulted in a short-term increase in Putin’s support in 2002. The next time the president’s popularity was significantly higher than 80 percent occurred in 2003 due to the confrontation with the U.S. over Iraq. Although in this case the conflict was diplomatic, not military, the image of an external enemy was successfully formed, which resulted in an increase in support for the national leader. Later, an increase in Putin’s popularity occurred against the background of the conflict with Georgia in 2008. Thus, the rally-around-the-flag effect has been observed in Russia after numerous acts of terrorism and armed conflicts.

			However, President Putin’s rating was closely linked not only with international crises but also with Russia’s economic situation. This effect was significant after the president’s assumption of office in 2000 and before the start of mass protests in 2011-2012. It was assumed that Putin’s decreasing level of support during this period, when a deterioration of the economic situation was not observed, would be short-lived and the economy would remain a significant factor.70 Additionally, national turmoil, nationalism and anti-Americanism would not significantly affect Putin’s popularity. However, this forecast was inaccurate. The most significant and steady increase in Putin’s approval rating was recorded after the annexation of Crimea in 2014. This effect persists despite the economic sanctions and the Russian food embargo, the ruble’s devaluation and the deterioration of relations with many countries (including Turkey at the end of 2015). Accordingly, the economic situation has ceased to be decisive in determining the national leader’s approval rating.

			


Figure 2. Approval rating of Vladimir Putin as president or prime minister 
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Note: 1. The honeymoon effect and the Second Chechen War; 2. The Moscow theater hostage crisis; 3. Confrontation with the U.S. over Iraq; 4. The armed conflict in Georgia (South Ossetia); 5. Crimea annexation, the conflict in eastern Ukraine, the economic sanctions.

			Source: Levada Center, http://www.levada.ru/indikatory/odobrenie-organov-vlasti/

			


However, this situation was not fully unexpected. Researchers note that the rally-around-the-flag effect against the background of a crisis can distract attention from economic problems.71 The effect’s stability is more surprising. Generally, the rally effect is maintained for a relatively short period. According to estimates, the president’s popularity typically returns to the original level within 6 months.72 Other researchers have noted that the decrease in popularity after the rally event is 5-6 percent per month on average73 (however, considering the scope of the effect, these estimates are similar). In Russia, Putin’s approval rating has been above 80 percent for two years. In part, this all-time high stability of the rally effect can be explained by Russian cultural characteristics. Researchers have noted that the increase in the national leader’s rating after a tragedy lasts longer in certain countries than in others.74 However, Russian cultural characteristics cannot fully explain such large differences in rally-effect longevity compared with other countries. Typically, the cultural factor can explain differences of a few months but not a year and a half.

			Another possible explanation for Putin’s unusually stable popularity is that several rally events have affected the president’s approval rating. Thus, initially, the consolidation of society occurred against the background of the annexation of Crimea, followed by a rally effect fueled by the economic sanctions, the imposed food embargo, the destruction of sanctioned products during live broadcasts, the conflict with Turkey, and so on. Thus, we have been observing a series of conflicts that could generate rally effects. However, the question arises: “Why aren’t people disappointed in the government, which is unable to solve the problem but only provokes more conflict?” Studies on terrorist attacks reveal that repeated attacks typically result in a decrease in the popularity of the authorities rather than additional increases.75 Thus, this explanation is also questionable. 

			Therefore, we propose another interpretation for the stability of rally effect: the media coverage of the problems and conflicts in contemporary Russia. Deproblematization strategies of the press enable maintaining public attention on an issue without provoking public anxiety. Thus, considerable attention by citizens to an event is essential to the creation of the rally-around-the-flag effect. In addition, to sustain the effect, the public’s attention must not weaken, and the public must not problematize the issue and associate it with incompetence by the authorities. All of these problems can be solved using counter-rhetoric strategies; examples of which have been provided in the article. 

			Conclusions

			The media framing of sanctions may explain why the consolidation of Russian society in a situation of external threat is more stable than usual. The deproblematization of the economic sanctions has several objectives. The counter-rhetoric strategies convince readers that the consequences of the imposed restrictions are not serious and can be overcome by uniting the population and implementing import substitution policies. Previously, researchers have noted that the consolidation of society around the national leader as a result of sanctions is only possible when the sanctions do not cause catastrophic damage to the economy.76 The Russian media that are loyal to the government tried to convince the population of precisely this absence of negative effects of the sanctions. Second, the construction in the media of Vladimir Putin’s image as a strong leader who can withstand external threats was no less important. Thus, the annexation of Crimea was described as a necessary measure related to the situation in Ukraine (i.e., mass protests, nationalists coming to power). The introduction of the Russian food embargo (anti-sanctions) was similarly explained. These measures are described as a reaction to the aggressive actions of the West with the aim of protecting Russia against an expansion of the sanctions.

			Currently, Russia faces a severe economic crisis (e.g., the devaluation of the ruble, increasing inflation and decreasing oil prices, which are important for the Russian economy). Additionally, Russia’s relations with many countries have deteriorated since the annexation of Crimea. The national leader’s popularity should decrease under such circumstances, particularly because Putin’s approval rating has long been closely associated with assessments of the country’s economic situation.77 However, the decrease in his approval rating has not occurred. On the contrary, the president’s popularity has substantially increased. This phenomenon can be explained by the rally-around-the-flag effect, which causes the popularity of national leaders to increase during international conflicts and crises. The rally effect has been strengthened by the discussions in the media, which contribute to a consolidation of society as it confronts external threats. In the case of economic sanctions, strategies of deproblematization played an important role in structuring the public understanding of the issue.
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			Abstract: This study examines regional level turnout in national and regional elections in Russia over the period 2011-13. Our study demonstrates that in order to gain a deeper understanding of turnout in electoral authoritarian regimes, such as Russia, it is essential to combine and test the explanatory powers of the “resource” and “mobilization” models. We also take into account the level of electoral competitiveness which, in turn, depends on the type of regional political regime (competitive authoritarian or hegemonic). The following key questions are addressed in the study. To what extent does distributive politics influence turnout? What kind of social networks are the most effective for electoral mobilization? To what degree does turnout depend on the mobilization capabilities of political machines? 

			There is an enormous literature devoted to the study of voter turnout.1 As Green et al., note, some scholars “are drawn to the normative question of whether democratic institutions are legitimate when large segments of the electorate fail to vote or are prevented from doing so, whilst others regard unusually high rates of turnout with concern, as high rates suggest coercion or fraud.”2 There is also a very large literature which seeks to explain why people turnout to vote. Some studies have sought to link turnout patterns “to registration laws, representative institutions, party competition, socialization and culture, patronage, and campaign tactics,”3 whilst others seek to explain variations in electoral participation “by reference to social attributes such as affluence, education, age, or ethnicity… or to a sense of civic duty, partisan attachment, interest in politics, or feelings of internal and external efficacy.”4  

			According to Smets and van Ham, six theoretical models have been employed by scholars to explain why citizens participate in elections: the rational choice, resource, mobilization, sociological, psychological and the political institutional models.5 Despite calls to the members of the academic community to develop a “core model of turnout,”6 there is little agreement over which variables, if any, should be given pride of place. In his review of the literature, Geys was forced to concede that there is no core model of turnout, and he reluctantly came to the conclusion that, “multiple causal mechanisms explain turnout.”7 

			However, the problem of studying turnout is not just related to the complexity of the phenomenon. One of the reasons why there are such sharp disagreements between scholars is the fact that the different theoretical models discussed above are grounded in different approaches and employ different methodologies. Thus, for example, while some scholars such as rational choice followers focus on individual level explanations, other researchers concentrate on turnout as a group-level phenomenon.8 Since these two approaches focus on different levels of analysis, they need to be explained in different ways. 

			In this study we examine turnout at the regional level in the Russian Duma and presidential elections which took place in 2011-2012, and in the regional assembly elections of 2009-2013. We adopt the group-level approach, which we believe is much more relevant for the study of turnout in an electoral authoritarian regime,9 such as Russia and, following the work of Reisinger and Moraski, we examine turnout as an “aggregate level phenomenon”10 and Russian regions are considered as our units of the analysis. In particular, we test the explanatory powers of two key theoretical models, the “resource model” and the “mobilization model” and we address the following key questions. To what extent does distributive politics influence turnout? What kind of social networks are the most effective for electoral mobilization? To what degree does turnout depend on the mobilization capabilities of political machines?

			Elections and Turnout in Authoritarian Regimes 

			Initially, the study of turnout was mostly devoted to democratic states. However, more recently scholars have begun to examine the role which elections and turnout levels play in bolstering the powers and authority of authoritarian regimes. For Frye et al, “autocrats conduct semi-competitive elections in order to co-opt opponents, garner legitimacy, gather information on society, and gauge the performance of subordinates.”11 Moreover, as Harvey notes, multi-party elections allow “authoritarian rulers to channel their demands into the structured setting of the legislature, to gather information, or to deter elite defections,”12 whilst for Gandhi and Lust-Okar, “elections may be the most expedient way to spread the spoils of office broadly among members of the elite.”13 High levels of support for the ruling party combined with robust levels of turnout, are also used by regimes to send signals to members of the opposition, that there can be no political future outside of the ruling party, and it is pointless to try and mount a challenge against the regime.  

			In addition to high levels of electoral support, authoritarian leaders also require robust levels of turnout in order to legitimize their rule at home and abroad. But, in order to guarantee high levels of electoral participation, they are faced with the difficult task of mobilizing voters to take part in elections, where there is little or no genuine competition, and where the results are “known in advance.” 

			A study of the theoretical literature on turnout in authoritarian regimes14 shows that authoritarian leaders have adopted two mobilization strategies to boost electoral participation. The first relates to the regime’s powers of “distributive politics,” its control over the sharing of spoils and the distribution of “club goods,” 15 which are targeted at particular groups of voters through budget transfers, and “pork-barrel politics.”16 The second strategy employed to raise turnout levels is “electoral clientelism,” which is defined by Stokes as, “the proffering of material goods in return for electoral support, where the criterion of distribution that the patron uses is simply: did you (will you) support me?”17 However, clientelism can only be an effective instrument of electoral mobilization if the ruling elites are able to create effective political machines - “political organizations that mobilize electoral support by trading particularistic material benefits to citizens in exchange for their votes.”18  

			Analyzing the emergence and evolution of machine politics in post-Soviet Russia, Golosov has shown that the monopolization of political machines by the Kremlin was one of the main factors which propelled the Putin regime to power.19 At the same time, as Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi, have demonstrated, the emphasis on the role of parties in facilitating clientelist exchange, has largely overlooked the fact that, the workplace is also a key site of political mobilization and “employers are especially well placed to translate their economic power over workers into political mobilization.”20 In Russia, the employment of “administrative resources” to mobilize the electorate has been particularly successful in early elections conducted before the official polling day, in elections using portable ballot boxes where citizens vote at home, and through the use of absentee ballots where citizens often vote at their place of work, under the supervision of their employers. Heads of schools, hospitals, military institutions and other state institutions, in particular, have been pressurized into bringing out the vote and mobilizing support in their institutions.21   

			Based on these finding, we argue that effective electoral mobilization is based on two main factors. The first concerns the presence of favorable social conditions, which enable political machines to gain control over voting behavior. It is well-known that this type of control is much more achievable in small-scale communities. Although the range of such communities are fairly broad (military organizations, special kinds of hospitals, enterprises with special working conditions, etc.), the most favorable environments for political machines are rural settlements where citizens live in close-knit communities, bound together in tight social networks.   

			One of the most powerful types of social network is based on ethnic ties. Strong social networks based on ethnicity can produce intense group identity which leads to higher levels of turnout. Non-Russian ethnic groups are more inclined to maintain stronger traditional (“primordial”) ties to their ethnic communities than is the case for ethnic Russians. Thus, as Reisinger and Moraski observe, ethnicity has the potential to “be a crucial factor structuring patron-client relationships as well as mobilizing voters.”22 As has been demonstrated by many scholars, the ethnically defined “national republics” in Russia have much higher levels of electoral turnout and demonstrate greater levels of electoral support for the “party of power,” United Russia, than the territorially defined regions.23

			The second key factor governing the success of electoral mobilization is the mobilization capability of the political machines. A favorable setting for political mobilization is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for electoral mobilization. In order to fulfil their potential, political machines must be consolidated and subordinated to higher bodies in the Kremlin’s “power vertical.”  

			Focus of the Study

			Taking into account the special features of authoritarian elections, this article focuses on two of the theoretical models discussed above - the “resource model” and the “mobilization” model. According to the resource model, “political participation is an act driven by resources, particularly time, money, and skills. Those with jobs, a high income, and a high socio-economic status are more likely to have a wider range of resources and are, thus, more likely to vote.”24 Consequently, we would expect that citizens in wealthy and the most economically advanced constituencies should demonstrate the highest levels of turnout. 

			On the other hand, according to the “mobilization model,” the less developed and poorer rural areas should display higher than average levels of turnout, since they have much more favorable social conditions for political machines to carry out their work. Inhabitants of rural areas are much more closely bound together by parochial ties than urban dwellers and they also possess higher levels of “associational life,”25 which makes them more susceptible to clientelistic political mobilization. 

			In addition, in this study, we are particularly interested in the impact of the level of electoral competitiveness on turnout. The literature on turnout discussed above shows that there is a general consensus that “high stake elections tend to attract more voters than elections where the outcome is a foregone conclusion as the chances of inﬂuencing the outcome increases in close elections.”26 However, when it comes to explaining turnout in the Russian Federation we have to take into account a number of seemingly contradictory factors. It may be the case that high levels of turnout are the result of administrative pressure on the electorate by authoritarian regional governments. At the same time, as noted above, the impact of authoritarian administrative resources should be higher in underdeveloped rural regions where it is much easier for the ruling groups to mobilize the electorate. 

			The discussion above leads us to the following hypotheses as regards turnout in Russia: 1) turnout is likely to be higher in the most economically developed areas, but it should also be higher in poorer and less developed rural constituencies where mobilization of the electorate is high; 2) turnout is likely to be highest in the most authoritarian regions where levels of electoral competition are low and electoral mobilization is high, but should also be higher in the more politically open regions where levels of electoral competition are greater and mobilization of the electorate is weaker. 

			Thus, we are faced with the task of solving two puzzles. The first is whether material wealth increases or decreases turnout. The second is how levels of electoral competitiveness and political mobilization influence turnout. Both of these issues are interconnected, since high turnout in strong authoritarian regimes is explained by mobilization based on social networks. However, the formation of these social networks is highly dependent on the level of socio-economic development. 

			The Russian Federation provides an excellent testing ground to answer these questions. First, the number of federal subjects in Russia is the highest in the world.  Secondly, the regions demonstrate huge cross-regional differences – historical, ethno-cultural, social, economic, geopolitical, and so forth. Thirdly, despite the fact that a competitive-authoritarian regime has been established in Russia, the regions vary greatly concerning their political landscapes and degrees of electoral competitiveness.27 Whilst Kremlin inspired manipulation and falsification of elections is widespread, there are still important variations in the pattern of electoral contestation in Russia’s regions and also in the degree of United Russia’s domination of regional assemblies. A majority of regions fully meet the criteria of the competitive authoritarian model as posited by Levitsky and Way.28 Here, as at the federal level, whilst United Russia, the “party of power” is guaranteed to win a majority of the seats, real, if limited competition is permitted, although the degree of competitiveness of the elections differs in each region. However, it is also possible to distinguish a group of what can be classified as “hegemonic authoritarian regions.” In these regions there is little or no contestation, and the elections are merely “decorative” formal procedures which mask the absolute domination of United Russia and its candidates.

			The Data and Methodology

			As noted above, we examine voter turnout in three sets of elections.29 The focal point is the 2011-12 electoral cycle at the federal level, which includes the 2011 Duma elections and the 2012 presidential elections, which are analyzed in regional perspective. In addition, we also examine voter turnout in the elections to Russia’s 83 regional legislatures over the period 2009-13. In most regions a mixed electoral system was employed where at least half of the deputies were elected on the basis of a party list proportional representation system. Turnout in this part of the contest (in contrast to the single member districts) was determined for the region as a whole which makes the data comparable with the federal elections. For this reason, we include turnout data only in the party list component of regional assembly elections. Since there is no “single date” when all regional legislatures are elected, we study only those regional elections which were conducted closest in time to the federal electoral cycle of 2011-12. This allows us to make all of our data comparable, reducing to a minimum the influence of changes in the socio-economic context. A timetable of the regional elections is presented in Table 1. Turnout rates for all the elections are displayed in Table 2, and further statistics are presented in Table 3.




			Table 1. Regional Assembly elections in Russia in 2009-13

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Election Date

						
							
							Number of Elections

						
					

					
							
							March 2009

						
							
							9

						
					

					
							
							October 2009

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							March 2010 

						
							
							71

						
					

					
							
							October 2010

						
							
							6

						
					

					
							
							March 2011

						
							
							12

						
					

					
							
							December 2011 (concurrent with Duma elections)

						
							
							27

						
					

					
							
							October 2012

						
							
							6

						
					

					
							
							September 2013 

						
							
							132

						
					

					
							
							Total 

						
							
							83

						
					

				
			

			


Notes: 1 One election held in March 2010 (Sverdlovsk oblast’) was excluded, since after a change to the regional Charter, in December 2011, there were new elections to the regional assembly. 2 Three elections held in 2013 (Vladimir and Archangelsk oblasts, and the Republic of Khakasiya) were excluded, as elections were also conducted in these regions in 2009.       

			


Table 2. Turnout rates in Russian regions

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Region

						
							
							2011 Duma elections

						
							
							2012 Presidential elections

						
							
							Date of Regional. Assembly elections

						
							
							Turnout

							Regional Assembly elections

						
					

					
							
							Adygeya                                           

						
							
							0.6590

						
							
							0.6436

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4990

						
					

					
							
							Altay krai                                        

						
							
							0.5140

						
							
							0.5995

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5250

						
					

					
							
							Altay rep.                                        

						
							
							0.6280

						
							
							0.6727

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.5960

						
					

					
							
							Amur                                              

						
							
							0.5370

						
							
							0.6039

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0,5370

						
					

					
							
							Archangelsk                                       

						
							
							0.4980

						
							
							0.5821

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.3800

						
					

					
							
							Astrakhan                                         

						
							
							0.5560

						
							
							0.5630

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5580

						
					

					
							
							Bashkortostan                                     

						
							
							0.7930

						
							
							0.7638

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.5280

						
					

					
							
							Belgorod                                          

						
							
							0.7550

						
							
							0.7435

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.6470

						
					

					
							
							Bryansk                                           

						
							
							0.5990

						
							
							0.6710

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.4830

						
					

					
							
							Buryatiya                                         

						
							
							0.5670

						
							
							0.6617

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.4520

						
					

					
							
							Chechnya                                          

						
							
							0.9860

						
							
							0.9961

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.9200

						
					

					
							
							Chelyabinsk                                       

						
							
							0.5950

						
							
							0.6279

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.4570

						
					

					
							
							Chukotka                                          

						
							
							0.7420

						
							
							0.8183

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.7630

						
					

					
							
							Chuvashiya                                        

						
							
							0.6160

						
							
							0.7365

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.6160

						
					

					
							
							Dagestan                                          

						
							
							0.8110

						
							
							0.9113

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.8480

						
					

					
							
							Ingushetiya                                       

						
							
							0.8620

						
							
							0.8647

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0,8500

						
					

					
							
							Irkutsk                                           

						
							
							0.4720

						
							
							0,5603

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.2530

						
					

					
							
							Ivanovo                                           

						
							
							0.5290

						
							
							0.6001

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.3120

						
					

					
							
							Jewish AO                                         

						
							
							0.5200

						
							
							0,5852

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5170

						
					

					
							
							Kabardino-

							Balkariya                               

						
							
							0.9820

						
							
							0.7306

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0,8360

						
					

					
							
							Kaliningrad                                       

						
							
							0.5460

						
							
							0.5932

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4340

						
					

					
							
							Kalmykiya                                         

						
							
							0.6320

						
							
							0.6202

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.4830

						
					

					
							
							Kaluga                                            

						
							
							0.5750

						
							
							0.6353

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.4130

						
					

					
							
							Kamchatka                                         

						
							
							0.5310

						
							
							0.6109

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0,5260

						
					

					
							
							Karachaevo-

							Cherkessiya                            

						
							
							0.9320

						
							
							0.9128

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.8100

						
					

					
							
							Kareliya                                          

						
							
							0.5020

						
							
							0.5540

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5010

						
					

					
							
							Kemerovo                                          

						
							
							0.6970

						
							
							0.7916

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.7570

						
					

					
							
							Khabarovsk                                        

						
							
							0.5300

						
							
							0.6195

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.3440

						
					

					
							
							Khakasiya                                         

						
							
							0.5620

						
							
							0.6473

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.5040

						
					

					
							
							Khanty-Mansi AO                                   

						
							
							0.5310

						
							
							0.6408

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4480

						
					

					
							
							Kirov                                             

						
							
							0.5410

						
							
							0.6134

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4760

						
					

					
							
							Komi                                              

						
							
							0.7050

						
							
							0.7014

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4980

						
					

					
							
							Kostroma                                          

						
							
							0.5860

						
							
							0.6146

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.4030

						
					

					
							
							Krasnodar                                         

						
							
							0.7280

						
							
							0.7084

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.4470

						
					

					
							
							Krasnoyarsk                                       

						
							
							0.4940

						
							
							0.5953

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.4950

						
					

					
							
							Kurgan                                            

						
							
							0.5650

						
							
							0.6417

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.3820

						
					

					
							
							Kursk                                             

						
							
							0.5470

						
							
							0.6403

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.5250

						
					

					
							
							Leningrad Oblast                                  

						
							
							0.5180

						
							
							0.6330

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5080

						
					

					
							
							Lipetsk                                           

						
							
							0.5710

						
							
							0.6564

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5660

						
					

					
							
							Magadan                                           

						
							
							0.5060

						
							
							0.5899

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.4030

						
					

					
							
							Marii El                                          

						
							
							0.7130

						
							
							0.7088

						
							
							2009.10 

						
							
							0.5860

						
					

					
							
							Mordoviya                                         

						
							
							0.9420

						
							
							0.8965

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.9430

						
					

					
							
							Moscow                                            

						
							
							0.6170

						
							
							0.5834

						
							
							2009.10 

						
							
							0.3560

						
					

					
							
							Moscow Oblast                                     

						
							
							0.5070

						
							
							0.6146

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5020

						
					

					
							
							Murmansk                                          

						
							
							0.5180

						
							
							0.6063

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5100

						
					

					
							
							Nenets AO                                         

						
							
							0.4800

						
							
							0.6251

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.4880

						
					

					
							
							Nizhegorod Oblast                                 

						
							
							0.5920

						
							
							0.6702

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4480

						
					

					
							
							North Ossetiya                                    

						
							
							0.8560

						
							
							0.8082

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.4500

						
					

					
							
							Novgorod                                          

						
							
							0.5670

						
							
							0.5867

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5630

						
					

					
							
							Novosibirsk                                       

						
							
							0.5680

						
							
							0.6326

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.3580

						
					

					
							
							Omsk                                              

						
							
							0.5570

						
							
							0.6170

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5560

						
					

					
							
							Orenburg                                          

						
							
							0.5120

						
							
							0.6120

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.4770

						
					

					
							
							Oryol                                             

						
							
							0.6470

						
							
							0.6807

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.6390

						
					

					
							
							Penza                                             

						
							
							0.6490

						
							
							0.6813

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.4870

						
					

					
							
							Perm                                              

						
							
							0.4800

						
							
							0.5511

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.4800

						
					

					
							
							Primorsky krai                                    

						
							
							0.4880

						
							
							0.6442

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.4830

						
					

					
							
							Pskov                                             

						
							
							0.5290

						
							
							0.6124

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5620

						
					

					
							
							Rostov                                            

						
							
							0.5940

						
							
							0.6378

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.4210

						
					

					
							
							Ryazan                                            

						
							
							0.5270

						
							
							0.6418

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.4430

						
					

					
							
							Sakhalin                                          

						
							
							0.4870

						
							
							0.5727

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.2750

						
					

					
							
							Samara                                            

						
							
							0.5290

						
							
							0.6080

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5280

						
					

					
							
							Saratov                                           

						
							
							0.6720

						
							
							0.6657

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.4690

						
					

					
							
							Smolensk                                          

						
							
							0.4960

						
							
							0.5906

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.2910

						
					

					
							
							St Petersburg                                     

						
							
							0.5450

						
							
							0.6227

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5500

						
					

					
							
							Stavropol                                         

						
							
							0.5080

						
							
							0.6031

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5040

						
					

					
							
							Sverdlovsk Oblast                                 

						
							
							0.5100

						
							
							0.5881

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5010

						
					

					
							
							Tambov                                            

						
							
							0.6830

						
							
							0.7018

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.5360

						
					

					
							
							Tatarstan                                         

						
							
							0.7950

						
							
							0.8302

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.7840

						
					

					
							
							Tomsk                                             

						
							
							0.5050

						
							
							0.5825

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5030

						
					

					
							
							Tula                                              

						
							
							0.7280

						
							
							0.6954

						
							
							2009.10 

						
							
							0.4220

						
					

					
							
							Tuva                                              

						
							
							0.8370

						
							
							0.9263

						
							
							2010.10 

						
							
							0.6560

						
					

					
							
							Tver                                              

						
							
							0.5340

						
							
							0.5873

						
							
							2011.03 

						
							
							0.3790

						
					

					
							
							Tyumen                                            

						
							
							0.5310

						
							
							0.7921

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.6700

						
					

					
							
							Udmurtiya                                         

						
							
							0.5660

						
							
							0.6440

						
							
							2012

						
							
							0.4120

						
					

					
							
							Ulyanovsk                                         

						
							
							0.6040

						
							
							0.6355

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.3540

						
					

					
							
							Vladimir                                          

						
							
							0.4890

						
							
							0.5310

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.3390

						
					

					
							
							Volgograd                                         

						
							
							0.5180

						
							
							0.6385

						
							
							2009.03 

						
							
							0.4210

						
					

					
							
							Vologda                                           

						
							
							0.5630

						
							
							0.6167

						
							
							2011.12 

						
							
							0.5600

						
					

					
							
							Voronezh                                          

						
							
							0.6430

						
							
							0.6802

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.5640

						
					

					
							
							Yakutiya                                          

						
							
							0.5930

						
							
							0.7456

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.4520

						
					

					
							
							Yamalo-Nenets AO                                  

						
							
							0.7560

						
							
							0.9343

						
							
							2010.03 

						
							
							0.5130

						
					

					
							
							Yaroslavl                                         

						
							
							0.5590

						
							
							0.6354

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.3130

						
					

					
							
							Zabaikal’skii krai                                

						
							
							0.5360

						
							
							0.5997

						
							
							2013

						
							
							0.3330

						
					

					
							
							Total Average for all Elections

						
							
							0.6010

						
							
							0.6534

						
							
							
					

				
			

			


Table 3. Turnout Statistics

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Duma 

							2011

						
							
							President

							 2012

						
							
							Regional Assembly

						
					

					
							
							Mean

						
							
							.6090

						
							
							.6674

						
							
							.5130

						
					

					
							
							S.E. mean

						
							
							.0137

						
							
							.0109

						
							
							.0157

						
					

					
							
							Median

						
							
							.5650

						
							
							.6355

						
							
							.4990

						
					

					
							
							Std. deviation

						
							
							.1246

						
							
							.0997

						
							
							.1430

						
					

					
							
							Variance

						
							
							.016

						
							
							.010

						
							
							.020

						
					

					
							
							Range

						
							
							.5140

						
							
							.4651

						
							
							.6900

						
					

					
							
							Minimum

						
							
							.4720

						
							
							.5310

						
							
							.2530

						
					

					
							
							Maximum

						
							
							.9860

						
							
							.9961

						
							
							.9430

						
					

				
			

			


Figure 1 displays the distributions of regional turnout levels for all three elections. It is not surprising that the 2012 presidential elections demonstrate the highest turnout. Undoubtedly, presidential elections can be considered as “first order elections” due to the exceptionally high status and power of the president in the Russian political system. The lowest rates of turnout were in regional assembly elections which also accords with the common expectations, since in the context of the weakness of Russian federalism, the regional level is considered to be much less important than the federal one. Thus, at the regional level, we find turnout as low as 25.3 percent, whereas there is no turnout lower than 47.20 percent for federal elections. There is also a similar trend concerning variations in turnout across the regions across the three different types of election. Presidential elections are characterized by the lowest values of standard deviation, whilst elections to regional assemblies have the highest values.

			


Figure 1. Variations in Regional Turnout in Three Types of Election

			[image: ]

			In their study of Duma and presidential Elections, Reisinger and Moraski found a sharp increase in the level of cross-regional variations in turnout over the period 1991-2007.30 Our study shows a similar trend for the 2011-12 electoral cycle. Thus, for example, the standard deviation rates for the Duma elections gradually increased, from 0.047 in 1995 to 0.055 in 1999; 0.0870 in 2003; 0.118 in 2007; and 0.125 in 2011. These results would appear to run counter to common assumptions about the high degree of centralization of power in the Kremlin, and the efficiency of Putin’s “power vertical,” and they provide indirect evidence that the degree of cross-regional political uniformity has been exaggerated. This is especially true for regional assembly elections, where cross-regional differences are much more common than for federal elections.

			Finally, looking over Figure 1 provides us with evidence that a group of “hegemonic-authoritarian regions” has emerged under the Putin regime. Karachaevo-Cherkessiya (number 25), Chechnya (number 11), Ingushetiya (number 16), and Mordoviya (number 42) are outliers in all three elections, demonstrating unprecedented levels of turnout. It is noticeable, that all of the outliers in all three elections are on the high-turnout end of the distribution, which corresponds with the observation of Reisinger and Moraski.31 

			The set of independent variables is in line with our theoretical expectations. The indicators we adopt are outlined in Table 4. The values of all these indicators are taken from official statistics. 

			The first group of variables relates to the socio-economic features of the regional electorate (standard of living, shares of urban and Russian populations). In our study, the standard of living index is measured by the level of “poverty” which we would argue is a much better index than the more commonly used Gross Regional Product (GRP) per capita, which reflects the economic potential of the region rather than the economic status of the population. Another standard indicator – average monthly salary - also has some drawbacks, as there are enormous differences in the costs of goods across the federation. In addition, level of poverty is a much more accurate index, as the minimum cost of living (subsistence minimum) is defined by each subject of the Russian Federation separately on the basis of the price of a local basket of standardized commodities. 

			The next variable examines the impact of distributive politics (the distribution of resources between the regions) on turnout. We use “share of federal transfers in regional budgets” as an indicator of the preferences which the center provides to the regions. We assume that the share of federal transfers in regional budgets indicates the degree of dependency of a region on federal support. It seems reasonable to suggest that those regional authorities which are more dependent on the center, will seek to repay the center politically for its financial assistance, and will seek to curry favor with the federal authorities in order to guarantee future transfers. As a result, the economically dependent regions are more liable to toe the line and follow the Kremlin’s orders to “bring out the votes” and ensure electoral success for the Kremlin’s party, United Russia.

			As regards the capacity of regional regimes, which reflects the strength of political machines, as was noted above, there are important 

			


Table 4. Variables, indicators and sources

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Variables 

						
							
							Indicators 

						
							
							Sources 

						
					

					
							
							Living conditions of electorate 

						
							
							Share of the population with incomes below the subsistence minimum (Poverty)

						
							
							Regiony Rossii: Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskie Pokazateli 2011 (Moskva: Rosstat, 2012), Table 5.11.

						
					

					
							
							Level of urbanization of electorate

						
							
							Share of urban population (Urban)

						
							
							Regiony Rossii: Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskie Pokazateli 2011 (Moskva: Rosstat, 2012). Table 3.3.

						
					

					
							
							Ethnic networks

						
							
							Share of Russian population (Russians)

						
							
							Vserossiiskaya Perepis’ Naseleniya 2010. Table ‘National composition of the RF population’, available at: http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/perepis_itogi1612.htm, accessed 8 May 2015.

						
					

					
							
							Distributive politics across the regions

						
							
							Share of federal transfers in regional budgets (FedTransfers)

						
							
							Calculated on the basis of the data on the income structure of regional budgets. - Regiony Rossii: Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskie Pokazateli 2012 (Moskva: Rosstat, 2013). Table 23.2.

						
					

					
							
							Regional regime features (competitiveness)

						
							
							Effective number of parties on party list regional legislatures elections (ENPgol)

						
							
							Compiled from information provided on the Russian Central Electoral Commission Website (http://www.cikf.ru).

						
					

					
							
							Dependent variable Turnout 

						
							
							Turnout rates (Turnout)

						
							
							Information provided on the Russian Central Electoral Commission Website (http://www.cikf.ru).

						
					

					
							
							Control variable

							Concurrency of regional and national elections (for regional legislatures’ elections) 

						
							
							Dummy variable (Concurrent) = 1 for concurrent elections; = 0 for non-concurrent elections

						
							
					

				
			

			


regional variations in the types of political regime and their levels of authoritarianism. The degree of competitiveness of elections can be considered as a good proxy variable for the capacity of regional machines and their ability to mobilize their electorates. The competitiveness of regional assembly elections are preferable to examine, as they reflect the regional political landscape more accurately than federal elections. To measure the degree of competitiveness, we use the “effective number of parties (ENP)” indicator. Initially this was proposed by Laakso and Taagepera.32 However, as many scholars have argued, Laakso and Taagepera’s ENP has some disadvantages, particularly for the measurement of party systems with a dominant party, since their method overemphasizes the weight of minor parties.33 In order to eliminate this problem, we calculated the values of ENP using a formula proposed by Golosov.34

			By adopting a cross-regional comparative approach we minimize the influence of institutional and contextual factors. However, there is one control variable that has to be taken into account, namely the possible concurrence of regional and federal elections. Electoral turnout is usually greater in national than in regional elections. This general assumption is confirmed by the data presented in Table 2 above. Therefore, turnout rates for those regional elections which were held simultaneously with the 2011 Duma elections are prone to be higher, and therefore we have constructed the dummy variable, “concurrent elections,” for the analysis of regional elections.

			Analysis and Discussion

			The analysis is carried out by means of multiple linear regression, using the ordinary least squares regression technique and we include in the regression equations (three equations in accordance with the three sets of data) all of the independent variables. This allows us to determine the significance of socio-economic factors, distributive politics, and regime competitiveness in combination. The results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 5. 

			


Table 5. Results of the Regression Analyses for Select Elections

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							    2011 Duma

						
							
							2012 Presidential

						
							
							      Regional                                  

							      Assembly

						
					

					
							
							
							B

							(St.er.)

						
							
							Beta

							(Sig.)

						
							
							B

							(St.er.)

						
							
							Beta

							(Sig.)

						
							
							B

							(St.er.)

						
							
							Beta

							(Sig.)

						
					

					
							
							Constant

						
							
							1.101

							(.086)

						
							
							
							1.034

							(.075)

						
							
							
							1.043

							(.109)

						
							
					

					
							
							Poverty

						
							
							-.648

							(.185)

						
							
							-.266

							(.001)

						
							
							-.557

							(.161)

						
							
							-.290

							(.001)

						
							
							-,937

							(.234)

						
							
							-,334

							(.000)

						
					

					
							
							Urban

						
							
							-.133

							(.086)

						
							
							-.148

							(.126)

						
							
							-.060

							(.074)

						
							
							-.085

							(.420)

						
							
							-.240

							(.108)

						
							
							-.232

							(.029)

						
					

					
							
							Russians

						
							
							-.203

							(.041)

						
							
							-.426

							(.000)

						
							
							-.196

							(.035)

						
							
							-.523

							(.000)

						
							
							-.174

							(.051)

						
							
							-.317

							(.001)

						
					

					
							
							FedTransfers

						
							
							.099

							(.071)

						
							
							.143

							(.171)

						
							
							.059

							(.062)

						
							
							.108

							(.345)

						
							
							.143

							(.090)

						
							
							.180

							(.115)

						
					

					
							
							ENPgolRegLeg

						
							
							-.080

							(.013)

						
							
							-.428

							(.000)

						
							
							-.050

							(.011)

						
							
							-.339

							(.000)

						
							
							-.089

							(.020)

						
							
							-.415

							(000)

						
					

					
							
							Concurrent 

						
							
							
							
							
							
							.186

							(.024)

						
							
							.645

							(.000)

						
					

					
							
							Adjusted R-square

						
							
							0.692

						
							
							
							0.621

						
							
							
							0.626

						
							
					

				
			

			


For all three sets of elections, we get similar coefficients. Three of the five independent variables make the strongest contribution to explaining turnout: Poverty, Russians, and ENPgol. Two other variables - Urban and Federal transfers - have fairly stable (in sign – negative and positive, respectively), though statistically less significant coefficients. Nevertheless, taken together, the regressors explain a fairly good proportion of the variance in voter turnout. The Adjusted R Square value amounts to 0.692, 0.621, and 0.626. Consequently, it is possible to conclude that the explanatory power of the regressors are fairly stable and do not depend on the specific nature of the elections. 

			How should these results be interpreted? Our expectations concerning three of our five independent variables were fairly consistent and have been fully confirmed. Firstly, these results confirm the thesis that ethnic networks have a major impact on voter mobilization.  Second, we found that non-ethnic networks, which are based on small-scale communities, are also important but to a much lesser extent. Thus, lower levels of urbanization increase turnout slightly. This can be explained by the fact that, on the one hand, variations in the degree of urbanization is not very high across Russian regions. Additionally, the official statistics do not reflect the fact that urban settlements may vary widely in their social makeup and economic development. Frequently, small towns are closer to rural settlements in their standard of living. On the other hand, the low coefficients of this variable are in line with the findings of Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi which demonstrate that clientelistic exchanges are more successful in urban industrial settings, especially where employers are well positioned to monitor and control the turnout levels of their workforce.35

			Third, we can see that distributive politics, i.e., the distribution of federal resources across the regions, is also an important strategy which is used to boost electoral participation, though its significance is much weaker than ethnic mobilization.

			However, concerning two other variables, we expected that it would be possible to find contradictory results. As noted above, depending on the theoretical perspective employed, economically developed regions may be expected to have higher or lower levels of turnout. The variable “Poverty” has high negative coefficients, and it strongly supports the model which predicts higher turnout in the most economically advanced regions. Similarly, degrees of electoral competitiveness, on the one hand, may be expected to lower the ability of the regional regimes to mobilize the electorate, whilst on the other hand, it may increase the motivation of voters to participate in the elections. Since the variable ENP has high negative coefficients, in this case it confirms our first scenario. 

			Nevertheless, since our expectations were contradictory, the results of the regression analysis need to be tested by direct correlations between these variables. Scatter diagrams for the 2011 Duma elections are displayed in Figures 2 and 3 (2012 presidential and regional elections demonstrate almost the same scattering).

			As can be seen in Figure 2, there is nether strong linear, nor quadratic (U-shape) correlations between turnout and poverty. This finding shows that poverty influences turnout only in combination with other variables. However, this does not mean that levels of poverty do not have an impact on the ability of political machines to enforce electoral mobilization. For example, vote-buying, which is clearly associated with poor voters, is widely employed in Russia.36 Nevertheless, our results show that regional political machines use a mixture of bribery and coercion to mobilize their electorates. In addition to the more primitive strategy of buying votes from poorer voters, they also use administrative pressure to coerce the wealthier voters at their place of work (employees of state institutions and enterprises).

			Whilst the direct correlation between poverty and turnout is not strong, the picture in Figure 3 shows some interesting results. Here one can observe some signs of U-shape interdependence. The left side of the “U” (higher turnout in non-competitive regions) expresses itself much more visibly than the right side of the “U”. The latter is certainly underdeveloped; however, the most competitive regions demonstrate a slight tendency towards higher turnout. This is in line with our theoretical expectations concerning the influence of regime-type on turnout rates. Higher turnout rates can be generated either by greater levels of electoral competitiveness, or by administrative pressure from dominant political actors in authoritarian regimes. Figure 3 shows that the former trend is fairly weak in contemporary Russia, as all of the regional regimes have imposed some limits on electoral competition. Nevertheless, some signs of “U-shape” dependency confirm our hypothesis.

			


Figure 2. Dependency between living conditions in the regions (poverty) and turnout in the 2011 Duma elections

			[image: ]

			Conclusion

			As we have demonstrated, voter turnout in Russia is strongly influenced by the mobilization pressure of political machines. Our study demonstrates that authoritarian rulers use different strategies to enforce electoral mobilization. Their success depends on the extent to which the social conditions in their regions enable their political machines to operate effectively and exercise control over voting behavior. Strong ethnic networks, which are much more common amongst non-Russians in the national republics, provide the most favorable conditions. Traditional social ties, which are derived from ethnic identity, provide political machines with the ability to achieve the desired electoral results. It is not surprising that we observe the highest turnout rates in most of the national republics, particularly in Northern Caucasus where traditional ethnic networks are the strongest. Clientelistic networks also play a major role in mobilizing the electorate. Although they are less important in ethnic regions, most regional political machines will rely on patron-client relations to help them bring out the vote, and bolster support for United Russia. At the same time, our study confirms the fact, that urban citizens, whose employers are able to monitor their voting behavior, are also vulnerable to electoral mobilization.

			


Figure 3. Dependency between competitiveness of the regional regimes (ENPgol) and turnout in the 2011 Duma elections

			[image: ]

			In the context of effective administrative pressure, distributive politics as an instrument of electoral mobilization has the least influence on turnout. Nevertheless, our study demonstrates that turnout levels are strongly dependent on the distribution of federal transfers across the regions.

			This study also shows that voter turnout is not only explained by the presence of favorable social conditions for political mobilization, but also by the capacity of regional administrations and the capabilities of regional rulers to enforce electoral mobilization. This factor explains why turnout rates are much higher in “hegemonic authoritarian” regions than in “competitive authoritarian” regimes. The most successful regional rulers are those who are able to exercise control over their regional elites, particularly those local elites charged with mobilizing the electorate at the grassroots.

			At the same time, our study shows that electoral mobilization is not the only significant factor explaining turnout. Therefore, the mobilization model has to be complemented by explanations derived from the “resource model,” as in many respects, Russians vote in a similar way to citizens in democratic countries. In other words, their turnout can be partially explained by the same theoretical models (and demonstrate similar patterns) as those which take place in a democratic context.37 Thus, we find that inhabitants of more economically developed regions, other things being equal, have higher rates of electoral participation. 

			In addition, a higher level of competitiveness has a positive impact on turnout. Here, it has to be stressed that there is a U-shape dependency between the degree of competitiveness and voting turnout. On the one hand, non-competitiveness is an attribute of hegemonic authoritarianism which results in high mobilizational turnout. On the other hand, higher turnout rates are found in the more competitive elections, which is common practice in democratic states. The overall weakness of electoral competitiveness explains why we have witnessed the negative impact of competitiveness on turnout. In sum, administrative pressure on voters is a stronger factor than the level of competitiveness. Nevertheless, there is a clear sign that the level of competitiveness should be considered as one of the explanatory factors of electoral turnout in Russia.

			  Finally, our conclusions demonstrate that the two theoretical models employed in this study - the “resource model” and the “mobilization model” - do not contradict each other but rather should be seen as complementary. As the reviews by Geys38 and, Smets and van Ham39 have shown, voting behavior as a whole and voting turnout, in particular, are extraordinary complex phenomena which are influenced by many different factors and there are no simple connections between them. 

			

			
				
					1 See the following comprehensive reviews of the literature, Kaat Smets and Carolien van Ham. 2013. “The embarrassment of riches? A meta-analysis of individual-level research on voter turnout.” Electoral Studies, 32 (2), 344-59; Benny Geys. 2006. “Explaining Voter Turnout: A Review of Aggregate-Level Research.” Electoral Studies, 25, 637-63.

				

				
					2 Donald P. Green, Mary C. Magrath and Peter M. Aronow. 2013. “Field Experiments and the Study of Voter Turnout.”  Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, 23 (1), 28.

				

				
					3 Ibid. 

				

				
					4 Ibid.

				

				
					5  Smets and van Ham, 2013, 349. 

				

				
					6 Geys, 2006, 653. 

				

				
					7 Ibid.

				

				
					8 Mark N. Franklin. 2004. Voter Turnout and the Dynamics of Electoral Competition in Established Democracies since 1945. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

				

				
					9 See, Andreas Schedler, ed. 2006. Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Competition. Boulder, Colorado: L. Rienner Publishers; Andreas Schedler. 2013. The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral Authoritarianism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013; Milan W. Svolik. 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

				

				
					10 Bryon Moraski and William Reisinger. 2002. “Interpreting Voter Turnout in Russia: A Temporal and Cross-Regional Analysis.” Paper prepared for the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, Illinois, April 25-28, 2002; William Reisinger and Bryon Moraski. 2008. “The Relationship between Turnout and Competition Levels in Russia.” Paper presented to the 66th Annual National Conference of the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, Illinois, April 2008.

				

				
					11 Timothy Frye, Ora John Reuter and David Szakonyi. 2016. “Political Machines at Work: Voter Mobilization and Electoral Subversion in the Workplace”. World Politics, 66 (2), 195.

				

				
					12 Cole J. Harvey. 2016. “Changes in the menu of manipulation: Electoral fraud, ballot stuffing,

					and voter pressure in the 2011 Russian election”, Electoral Studies, 41, 106.

				

				
					13 Jennifer Gandhi and Ellen Lust-Okar. 2009. “Elections under Authoritarianism”. Annual Review of Political Science, 12, 405. For other excellent accounts, see, Jennifer Gandhi. Political Institutions under Dictatorship. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008; Beatriz Magaloni. 2006. Voting for Autocracy: Hegemonic Party Survival and its Demise in Mexico. Cambridge University Press; 

				

				
					14 See Lisa Blaydes. 2006. “Who Votes in Authoritarian Elections and Why? Determinants of Voter Turnout in Contemporary Egypt.” Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, August 31 - September 3 2006, Philadelphia PA; Javier Auyero. 2001. Poor People’s Politics: Peronist Survival Networks and the Legacy of Evita. Durham: Duke University Press; Ernesto Calvo and Maria Victoria Murillo. 2004. “Who Delivers? Partisan Clients in the Argentine Electoral Market.” American Journal of Political Science, 48 (4); Ferran Martinez, “Turnout determinants in democracies and in non-democracies.” Electoral Studies, 41, 2016, 50-59.

				

				
					15 Herbert Kitschelt and Steven I. Wilkinson. Eds. 2007. “Patrons, clients, and policies: patterns of democratic accountability and political competition”. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

				

				
					16 Gary W. Cox and Matthew D. McCubbins. 1986. “Electoral Politics as a Redistributive Game.” Journal of Politics, 48, 370–89.

				

				
					17 Susan Stokes. 2007. “Political Clientelism,” in Carles Boix and Susan Stokes, eds. The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 604-27. 

				

				
					18 Susan C. Stokes. 2000. “Perverse Accountability: A Formal Model of Machine Politics with Evidence from Argentina.” American Political Science Review, 99 (3), 315-25.

				

				
					19 Grigorii Golosov. 2013. “Machine Politics: The Concept and Its Implications for Post-Soviet Studies”. Demokratizatsiya, 21 (4), 459-80.

				

				
					20 Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi, 2016.

				

				
					21 See, Grigorii Golosov. 2011. “The Regional Roots of Electoral Authoritarianism in Russia.” Europe-Asia Studies, 62 (4): 623-40; Cameron Ross. 2011. “Regional Elections and Electoral Authoritarianism in Russia.” Europe-Asia Studies, 63 (4): 641-59; Stephen White. 2011. “Elections Russian Style.” Europe-Asia Studies, 63 (4): 531-56; Cameron Ross. 2014. “Regional Elections and Electoral Malpractice in Russia: The Manipulation of Electoral Rules, Voters and Votes.” REGION: Regional Studies of Russia, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia, 3 (1): 147-72.

				

				
					22  Moraski and Reisinger. 2008, 6

				

				
					23 See, Grigorii Golosov, 2011. “Russia’s Regional Legislative Elections, 2003–2007: Authoritarianism Incorporated,” Europe-Asia Studies, 63, 3.

				

				
					24 Smets and Van Ham, 349.

				

				
					25 Smets and Van Ham, 350.

				

				
					26 Smets and Van Ham, 355.

				

				
					27 Petr Panov and Cameron Ross. 2013. “Patterns of Electoral Contestation in Russian Regional Assemblies: Between “Competitive” and “Hegemonic” Authoritarianism.” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, 21 (3): 369-99; Petr Panov, Petr and Cameron Ross. 2013. “Sub-National Politics in Russia: Variations in the Patterns of United Russia’s Electoral Domination of Regional Assemblies.” Europe-Asia Studies, 65 (4): 737-52.

				

				
					28 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way. 2002. “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism.” Journal of Democracy, 13 (2): 51-65.

				

				
					29 We collected our data on electoral turnout from the website of the Central Electoral Commission: http://www.cikrf.ru (last accessed 20 August 2015). 

				

				
					30 Reisinger and Moraski, 2008, 18.

				

				
					31 Reisinger and Moraski, 2008.

				

				
					32 Markku Laakso and Rein Taagepera. 1979. “Effective Number of Parties: A Measure with Application to West Europe.” Comparative Political Studies, 12 (1): 3–27.

				

				
					33 See Grigorii Golosov. 2010. “The Effective Number of Parties: A New Approach.” Party Politics, 16 (2): 171-92; Juan Molinar. 1991. “Counting the Number of Parties: An Alternative Index.” American Political Science Review, 85 (4): 1383-91. 

				

				
					34 Golosov, 2010.  

				

				
					35 Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi. 2016, 201.

				

				
					36 A similar conclusion was found by Blaydes 2006.

				

				
					37 These conclusions are in line with the conclusions of a recent comparative study of turnout in democracies and authoritarian regimes. See Ferran Martinez. 2016. “Turnout determinants in democracies and in non-democracies.” Electoral Studies, 41, 50-59.

				

				
					38 Geys, 2006.

				

				
					39 Smets and Van Ham, 2013

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Petr Panov is a researcher in the Department of Political Institutions and Processes, Perm Research Centre of the Ural Branch of the Russian Academy of Science and a professor in the Political Science Department, Perm University, Russia. Email: panov.petr@gmail.com. Cameron Ross is a professor of Politics and International Relations, School of Social Sciences, University of Dundee, Dundee, Scotland, UK. Email: c.z.ross@dundee.ac.uk.

		


		
			Kazakhstan’s Presidential Transition and the Evolution of Elite Networks

			Michael Mesquita

			West Sands Advisory Limited

			Abstract: Much of the succession debate in Kazakhstan emphasizes who will succeed President Nazarbayev and how a new president will shape regime consolidation. While this debate sheds light on Kazakhstan’s authoritarian trajectory, the focus should turn away from regime consolidation and instead toward network dynamics to help explain how leadership transition will affect patron-client relations and the informal networks that rely on state resources. Building on our understanding of patronal politics, this paper examines those who will fail to win in Kazakhstan’s succession battle and how they will retain access to patronage networks and state resource wealth.

			President Nursultan Nazarbayev has ruled Kazakhstan since before the collapse of the Soviet Union. In doing so, he has consolidated political control and created a privileged elite class whereby his family members and close allies have received a disproportionate share of commercial wealth and political power. In a country where big business is intrinsically tied to the political elite, one of the most prevalent topics of debate among foreign investors, democracy promoters and Central Asia analysts over the past decade has been presidential succession in Kazakhstan. More specifically, market or headline analysis examines competition between elite actors by simply posing the question, “Who will replace Nazarbayev?” Indeed, Nazarbayev, 76, has yet to promote publicly or groom a successor. Meanwhile, within academic literature, the debate predominantly focuses on political stability, in particular, regime maintenance, consolidation and transition.1 Certainly, this is a valuable academic exercise in understanding how patron-client relations in post-soviet countries shape a regime’s transition toward or away from authoritarianism and provides insight into the succession of power.2 Ambrosio, for example, points out, “one of the most important elements determining the relative stability of an authoritarian system is whether it can manage changes in leadership.”3 This is most relevant to a country like Kazakhstan whose leader has maintained a tight grip on the political institutions since before the collapse of the Soviet Union and continues to resist a transition of power. 

			However, the focus on both regime change and regime maintenance places greater emphasis on those at the top of authoritarian regimes (i.e. the president and his inner circle) and tends to overlook the overall impact succession will have on individuals or groups further down the chain of elite power.4 Indeed, little attention has been given to groups or individuals who will eventually be marginalized in the succession transition; i.e. those who will fail to promote their candidate to the presidency and ultimately find themselves without a patron in the upper echelons of elite power. Second or third tier groups may, in fact, have a marginal effect on elite politics and the stability of the regime, but their political or commercial positioning within the country will nonetheless impact foreign investors, civil society and ordinary citizens whose livelihoods are linked to the political and economic patronage that is intrinsically tied to these groups. Building on Hale’s assessment on patronal politics, this article seeks to “augment the study of regime change with the science of regime dynamics” to identify and anticipate the trajectory of political transition within elite networks and the impact it will have on network (in)stability. 5

			Succession will ultimately create winners and losers, but rather than examining which network or member of the elite will replace Nazarbayev, the focus here is on how network dynamics will change and what competing networks must do in order to maintain their positions vis-à-vis the ruling elite should they fail to capture the presidency or otherwise be pushed aside. By investigating contemporary network dynamics in Kazakhstan, this study investigates how elite networks will maintain political influence and gain access to state resource wealth while the country undergoes a presidential transition. Based on relations among and within elite networks, the early stages of presidential transition will ultimately force peripheral or third-tier groups to realign their interests either through consolidation or assimilation, or face political and economic elimination. Examining this evolution, in turn, provides insight into the transformation of patronage networks following Nazarbayev’s departure, and reveals where potential political and economic risks may lie for domestic groups and foreign investors. 

			The first section provides a framework for understanding patronage networks in Kazakhstan through the lens of patronal politics and assesses the political and economic environment that drives elite interaction and incentivizes network participation. The following section identifies and assesses the types of networks and individuals that will be most affected by succession. The third section investigates how individuals and groups interact with the elite in the current political environment by examining elite dynamics in Kazakhstan’s financial sector. The final section analyzes the impact network dynamics will have on political stability and changes in political governance for a post-Nazarbayev era.

			Elite Network Formation and Patronal Politics

			Academic literature on Central Asia in the 1990s and 2000s emphasized kin-based relationships, or “clan politics” to identify and assess political transition and regime consolidation. In the case of Kazakhstan, Nazarbayev centralized political power by balancing interests and promoting competition between the three tribal hordes (zhuze) – the Orta (Middle), Uly (Great) and Kishi (Small) zhuze.6 By the mid-2000s, however, scholarly work moved away from a clan-based understanding of society to one that places greater emphasis on neo-patrimonialism or patronal politics.7 Rather than relying on kin-based relationships, interest groups and elite networks seek protection and build alliances with individuals based on economic influence, political authority, and access to state resources. This article examines regime transitions in general and Kazakhstani succession specifically by using Hale’s work on patronal politics, which refers to “politics in societies around the personalized exchange of concrete rewards and punishments through chains of actual acquaintance, and not primarily around abstract, impersonal principles such as ideological belief or categorizations like economic class that include many people one has not actually met in person.”8 This approach is useful for this exercise on network dynamics as patronalism “is intended to characterize a broader pattern of social relations.”9 

			According to Hale, patronal politics is used to describe elite configuration, which creates hierarchical networks through which patrons and clients seek reward and retribution.10 Hale’s approach deviates from previous academic literature, which describes contemporary network orientation in Kazakhstan as a system of concentric circles that surround Nazarbayev.11 Those who share a closer relationship with the president enjoy greater political and commercial access. While this approach accurately assesses the distribution of resource wealth, it does not take into account separate spheres of influence and power that operate within and across these concentric circles. President Nazarbayev remains at the center, but other power circles operating within the system can influence who is positioned in what circle and when. For instance, protégés of a particular elite network can be promoted to occupy circles closer to the president or demoted depending on the elite’s relationship with the president. While this approach may have been a useful tool to understand the elite in the early 1990s when the availability of resources or the means to extract them were limited, as Kazakhstan’s growing economy led to elite diversification and more players began to pursue their economic interests, this simplistic method lost its ability to address adequately the changing dynamics that have taken place over the past decade. Although this approach was successful in characterizing elite relationships under Nazarbayev’s rule, examining the prospects of those directly tied to the president in a post-Nazarbayev era raise questions about how these dynamics will operate under a new president.

			In alternative analyses, various groups have been placed in loose hierarchal “categories” according to where their loyalties lie, the different groups they oppose, or the relationships they share with other elites (i.e. clan, political or economic).12 However, individuals do not always fit neatly into any one particular group and often occupy several categories. Individuals take on changing identities to balance against other competing factions, or to respond when various alliances may attempt to pull them in several directions. Likewise, a simple hierarchy can be misleading as elite interaction is more fluid than what the construction suggests. A hierarchy may shine the light on those closest to Nazarbayev; however, depending on particular business transactions or the prevailing political environment, individuals in the lower levels may gain access to the president, bypassing those ostensibly above them. This fluidity may prevail, for example, with individuals who represent the family’s interests in state or private companies. Individuals may fall out of favor with the president (Rakhat Aliyev) or may rise to the top (Timur Kulibayev) depending on the idiosyncratic circumstances or transactions that take place.

			Understanding patronal politics as a hierarchical network proves useful when interpreting the personalized relationships that join networks and the dynamics of political struggle between different patron-client networks.13 Nazarbayev still sits at the “peak” of this system but the extending networks account for the various political and business interests, key players who serve as focal points (i.e. potential successors), and the outliers, or clients that seek access to, or assurances from within the system. Individuals hold positions as nodes in an expansive network based on patronage and resource distribution. Nodes with more branches, especially to key economic and political players will maintain their influence and wealth while those with limited connections (despite the strength of the limited ties they have) may find themselves open to attack or lose their relevance. According to Hale, three broad groupings can form the building blocks of this political system, namely local political machines, corporate conglomerates, and state institutions with access to economic resources or coercive capacity.14 Moreover, the expansion resulting from economic liberalization and diffuse political and commercial alliances have weakened those who either failed to branch out beyond the “inner circle” or those who were unable to expand their network beyond their initial nodes of reference. In other words, those who fail to maintain close political/commercial ties to the future ruling elite may undergo a transition of their own and lose power.

			Laruelle argues that to varying degrees, the five Central Asian states can be regarded as patronal, based on their “strong man” politics and legal mechanism of influence and control.15 In Kazakhstan, Nazarbayev’s creation of a “super presidential” system has allowed him to eliminate political opposition, punish political and commercial adversaries, and provide a disproportionate share of commercial wealth and political power to his family and close allies. This configuration has relied on a variety of tools on a spectrum from formal political institutions to informal mechanisms of influence, such as patronage networks, manipulation of federal agencies and courts, and disbursement of the state’s political and commercial resources. 

			On one end of the spectrum, formal state institutions provide the president with the necessary tools to intervene in the country’s political and economic affairs. Kazakhstan’s constitution and subsequent legislation grants the president sweeping powers and broad protections. The president – whose “honor and dignity shall be inviolable”16 – has the power to issue resolutions and decrees unilaterally, and appoint and dismiss regional heads of office. In 2007, amendments to the constitution allowed Nazarbayev to run for unlimited terms. In 2010, parliament granted Nazarbayev special status as “leader of the nation,” giving him influence over domestic and foreign policy decision-making by allowing him a seat on the bodies of the Constitutional Council and Security Council after he leaves office. The law also gives greater immunity to him and his family and protects the family’s assets acquired while he was in office.

			In the economic sphere, the state’s strategic assets are consolidated under the National Welfare Fund Samruk-Kazyna.17 The fund has over 400 subsidiaries and is the dominant player in the economy, effectively encompassing energy, transport and telecommunications sectors among others. Article 12 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On the National Welfare Fund” stipulates that the president of Kazakhstan can unilaterally intervene in the fund’s operational activities.18 The company’s charter specifies that the government of Kazakhstan is the sole shareholder with the power to appoint or terminate the board of directors, or voluntarily reorganize or liquidate the fund. In June 2013, Samruk-Kazyna’s financial assets were broken off and consolidated under the National Holding Company Baiterek, which has a similar corporate structure and charter.

			On the other end of the spectrum, informal tools of influence maintain and monitor control of the political and economic environment. In theory, political institutions exist, which legitimize the president’s rule and provide a semblance of democracy. However, ministries, state agencies and regional offices are directly under the president’s influence, or trusted allies head these organizations. As previously noted, the president has the power to appoint a number of these positions, which he uses to reward loyalists and balance competing elite interests. Moreover, political elites are continually reshuffled among regional, national and the executive offices to ensure that no member of the political elite – ally or otherwise – gains too much power which could be used to challenge the president. 

			Parliament is dominated by the president’s Nur Otan party, which functions more as an extension of his rule than a platform for political discourse.19 The party’s secretary, Kairat Satybaldy, is the president’s nephew and the president’s eldest daughter and potential successor, Dariga Nazarbayeva, is the former head of the party’s faction in the Mazhilis (lower house of parliament) and current deputy prime minister. Similar to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Nur Otan serves as a means to voice loyalty to the regime, although unlike during the Soviet era, it is not a vehicle to funnel rents or resources to political allies.20 The results of the 2016 parliamentary elections gave Nur Otan 84 out of the 107 seats. Two opposition parties – Ak Zhol and the Communist People’s Party21 – are present in parliament, but they are best understood as subservient groups that ultimately support the president’s platform.22 

			Kazakhstan’s informal political structure has impacted the manner in which big business interacts with political decision-making.23 Members of the elite have direct access to the president while those outside the immediate circle seek alternative means of influence, primarily lobbying.24 The lack of independent political institutions and regulatory agencies, as well as weak political parties and NGOs, have created a system in which big business gains access to political resources and influence with the state through informal mechanisms of influence and patronage.25 The fuzzy boundary between the political and commercial environment is critical because it lends to the notion that the two are inseparable.26 In sum, business groups serve as substitutes for a weak political system. Understanding how closely politics and business interact, it becomes impossible to separate the two. 

			Kazakhstan’s political system is a platform to consolidate control while the economy serves as a vehicle to fund that power through the provision of rents and patronage. Similar to the political organization of the country, big business falls under the informal influence of the regime. In addition to the formal organization of Samruk-Kazyna and Baiterek, Prime Minister Karim Massimov – a potential presidential successor and a member of the president’s inner circle – heads the boards of both companies. The president recommends the prime minister for the parliament’s approval. Parliamentary oversight, however, should not be overestimated as the governing body serves as a rubberstamp for the president’s agenda.27 Furthermore, other board members of both companies include the Presidential Assistant, Minister of Finance and Minister of Economy and Budget Planning,28 all of whom are appointed by the president. Although designed to boost the Kazakh economy and fund social projects, Samruk-Kazyna and Baiterek are nonetheless open to elite influence. Both organizations provide rents to patronage networks in the form of joint ventures and contract agreements, or protégés connected to the elite and presidential family occupy key positions in their management structures and subsidiaries. 

			Top companies in the private sector – namely media, energy, construction, mining and finance – are either directly controlled by the political elite, owned by trusted allies and family members, or represent the interests of elites through proxies or nominees (discussed below). The relationship between the political elite and private business allows for favorable legislation, access to state licenses and land, and political cover for illicit or questionable business activities.

			Evolutionary Changes in a Post-Nazarbayev Era

			As succession looms, the Kazakhstani elite are concerned that the removal of Nazarbayev as the keystone could send the entire structure crumbling down. Indeed, the succession debate often questions political stability once Nazarbayev is no longer in “Ak Orda.” However, as Hale points out, the system has been maintained because of the lack of alternative patrons who can offer resources to potential clients.29 Nazarbayev has ruled the country since before the collapse of the Soviet Union, and in doing so, created a highly personalized political system that has grown dependent on his influence. Although there have been a few exceptions (Rakhat Aliev, Mukhtar Ablyazov), current power networks have not challenged the president, which has mitigated the prospect for elite political stability. Nonetheless, the elite are aware of the impending presidential succession, and the move to realign political networks and consolidate control has been ongoing, albeit without opening challenging Nazarbayev. Although authoritarian regimes are often characterized as unstable governing structures, there is an inherent degree of stability built into the system, evidenced by other post-Soviet states, such as Russia, Turkmenistan and Belarus.30 In a country that lacks strong democratic institutions, balancing network interests and providing access to resource wealth has led to regime stability, an approach likely to be pursued by Nazarbayev’s successor. The changing dynamics of elite interaction rely on the power vertical (vertikal vlasti) Nazarbayev created and what Hale refers to as the ‘great expectations’ of networks that maintain the status quo and becomes a facet of their survival.31 

			Members within the political elite have coalesced around a shortlist of potential successors. Those commonly noted among academics, journalists and political insiders include the president’s son-in-law, Timur Kulibayev; Prime Minister Karim Massimov, the president’s eldest daughter, Dariga Nazarbayeva; Speaker of the Senate, KozymZhort Tokaev; former Chairman of the Security Council, Nutrai Abykayaev; and, Defense Minister Imangaly Tasmagambetov. Although assessing each individual’s prospects for succession is beyond the scope of this article, identifying these key players contextualizes our understanding of how elite network dynamics take shape as they provide the foundation in which other networks and commercial groups relate to their patron. Moreover, although succession will lead to backroom negotiations for the political and economic resources in the final years of Nazarbayev’s rule, it will not fundamentally shift the balance of power. What will change, however, is the manner in which subgroups or Nazarbayev loyalists who lack a broad political base maintain their positions or relevance in a post-Nazarbayev era. Those with limited political or economic resources will become the target of dominant political groupings and will thus need to adapt to the changing power dynamics or be removed from the country’s informal power structures.

			The groups or individuals most susceptible to change tend to hail from the “old guard” – those who were previously Soviet apparatchiks or members of the Komsomol. The old guard maintained political careers as Nazarbayev’s trusted loyalists most of their lives, but lack any real financial assets. Part of that trust, however, is based on the fact that they never posed a direct challenge to the president and lacked the necessary resources to do so. Members of this group are not necessarily politically ambitious, but nonetheless lack strong ties to a patron currently in the running to succeed the president or have not established a network base beyond the patronage of Nazarbayev. Some members categorized under this group are, in fact, listed as potential successors or members of the inner circle,32 but given their shallow network or conflict with more likely contenders, they would ultimately be pushed aside very quickly. For example, Nurtai Abkayev, former chairman of the National Security Council, has been noted as a potential successor, in part because he is seen as a neutral player who would protect Nazarbayev’s interests once he leaves office. However, Abkayev lacks strong political ties that would support his presidency (he also has connections to the ENRC group, which is rapidly losing its influence). Should he fail in his bid for the presidency, he would be forced to choose between realigning with a different elite group (such as the Kulibayev faction) or quietly go into retirement.33

			Other individuals under threat are those who have allegedly served as the president’s “cashiers,” so-called “foreigners,” or quasi-independent groups that have been able to operate so long as (a) they share their resource wealth with the elite and (b) refrain from engaging in political activity. This category may also include groups that are on the fringes of the elite, or those who lack the broad political networks that the upper echelons of power maintain, and thus rely on lobbying the government to influence the decision-making process. Like the old guard, these groups have followed Nazarbayev throughout his presidential career, and like the president who will inevitably step down or die in office, they will ultimately suffer the loss of his patronage. 

			As preparations are under way for succession, susceptible groups will begin the transition of consolidation or face elimination. While consolidated groups face the least amount of pressure, those who fall outside this category will be forced to either reorient their alliance to a new patron should they choose to remain relevant or face political (and economic) marginalization (or extinction) once a successor assumes the presidency. 

			In terms of political risk, marginalized groups are likely to undergo the greatest transformation and pose challenges for foreign investors and civil society. Individuals who lose their political or economic relevance once Nazarbayev leaves office (i.e. family cashiers) or are unable to secure a new patron are the most likely to be eliminated once a successor is chosen. Alternatively, a one-sided compromise could be made in which they quietly go into exile or retirement. However, unlike consolidated groups or those who will adapt to the changing environment, marginalized groups may become direct targets of the elite who have control over the informal mechanisms of influence. Consolidated groups refer to those who have adapted to the current political environment and allied with a dominant political grouping likely to replace Nazarbayev. Those within this category are either already under the umbrella of the elite (in terms of network association and resource distribution) or are in the process of moving in that direction.34 

			Groups that lose out are likely to face pressure from regulatory agencies (tax investigations, denial of permits and licenses, etc.), the courts, and security services (criminal investigations). This pressure has been applied where individuals were seen as direct rivals to existing elite structures and the overall status quo; one prominent example was Mukhtar Ablyazov, who headed BTA bank until 2009. In the midst of the global financial crisis, Ablyazov fled Kazakhstan and his bank was taken over by Samruk-Kazyna. Ablyazov was believed to have supported the political opposition party Alga! (Forward), which demonstrates how marginalization occurs in the political and economic sphere. Following the Zhanaozen riots in December 2011, its leaders were arrested or remain in exile.35 Another illustrative example is the case of former Defense Minister Serik Akhmetov, who in 2014 was placed under house arrest on suspicion of embezzlement while other members of the so-called Karaganda clan were arrested for corruption and removed from power. Prior to heading the Defense Ministry, Akhmetov served as prime minister but was replaced by Karim Massmov, a potential successor and key Kulibayev ally. Shortly before the corruption allegations surfaced, Akhmetov resigned from the Defense Ministry and was replaced by Tasmagambetov. 

			An ongoing case that highlights a marginalized network is the ENRC group (Eurasian Natural Resources Corporation) and its rivalry with the Kulibayev and Dariga Nazarbayeva camps. ENRC has relied on the relationship between Nazarbayev and the company’s three co-founders – Alexander Mashkevich, Alijan Ibragimov and Patokh Chodiev – also referred to as the ENRC trio. The link between the trio and Nazarbayev dates back to the 1990s when they first acquired key mining assets during the privatization process. This relationship led to favorable tax arrangements and a lax implementation of government regulations, as well as certain “personal guarantees” that the government will not look into the company’s suspect dealings during its privatization in return for its continued loyalty to the president.36 The group’s reliance on this informal agreement has led the trio to invest in preserving the Nazarbayev regime while searching for a patron who will uphold the status quo that ensures their continued political and commercial position. The trio helped financed Nazarbayev’s election campaigns in the 1990s and Mashkevich is commonly referred to as the “family cashier.”37

			Despite the favorable relationship the trio shared with the president in the 1990s to mid-2000s, the group lost its privileged position with the regime and may be threatened when Nazarbayev leaves office. Although ENRC’s well publicized corporate governance issues since 2011 contributed to its demise, the group’s decline likely began as early as 2006 when Mashkevish’s Civic Party (created in 1999) merged with the president’s party to form Nur-Otan. Designed to support the president’s agenda, the Civic Party nonetheless served as a political platform to lobby the government for the group’s interests. Their decline accelerated in 2009, when its chief patron and lobbyist, former Defense Minister Danial Akhmetov, was removed from office. D. Akhmetov previously served as the country’s prime minister but lost this position, allegedly by the hand of Kulibayev, who successfully lobbied his ally, Karim Massimov, to become the new prime minister. In May 2013, the trio lost another ally – former Foreign Minister Kanat Saudabayev – who at the time headed the Nazarbayev Centre, a quasi-think-tank/cabinet sub-committee. In September 2010, Saudabayev and Mashkevich were reportedly connected to a sex scandal off the coast of Turkey in a luxury yacht Mashkevich had rented. Reports of the scandal took place the same year Kazakhstan held the Chairmanship of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), causing embarrassment to the president.38 

			Although losing their political patrons resulted in the trio’s decline, the final straw was the £1.5 billion loss Kazakhstan mining company Kazakhmys took on its 26 percent stake in ENRC in March 2013. Both companies are partially owned by the state (and allegedly represent the elites’ interests through proxies). Shortly after, the UK Serious Fraud Office (SFO) opened an investigation into ENRC over allegations of fraud, bribery and corruption in one of ENRC’s subsidiaries, SSGPO - run by Mashkevich’s friend, Mukhamejan Turdakhunov, and CFO Zaure Zaurbekova. By November 2013, ENRC delisted from the London Stock Exchange, likely to avoid the scrutiny of the market and the SFO’s jurisdiction over the company. Furthermore, the move benefited the Kazakh government, which is concerned about the bad publicity surrounding the company and the effect it could have on the business environment in general. In December 2013, ownership of ENRC came under the control Luxembourg-based company Eurasian Resources Group.39 Zaurbekova and the company’s former CEO, Felix Vulis – a close ally of the trio – were removed from the Board of Directors. 

			The trio’s political ties to the president have been strained for several years, and their lack of other political patrons raises questions about the group’s sustainability for the future. It has been noted, however, that the trio allegedly counts on the patronage of Nurtai Abykayev, the former chairman of the Security Committee and noted as a potential successor. It is unclear to what degree, if at all, this relationship exists. Furthermore, Abykayev was forced to retire from the Security Committee in December 2015 and was appointed to the Senate. The prospects of Abykayev succeeding the president appear minimal, especially in comparison to other contenders, specifically Timur Kulibayev’s group and that of the president’s daughter, Dariga Nazarbayeva. Moreover, the trio is at odds with Kulibayev and Nazarbayeva, who are both in a stronger position to challenge the group. 

			Consolidation eliminates potential rivals by depriving them of access to resources, which could later be used to secure political autonomy or launch a bid for power (alternatively, consolidated resources serves the elite who will use their wealth and influence to secure their succession bid). This, however, is not a new phenomenon; following the elite struggle stemming from the Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan (DCK), Nazarbayev reigned in the political opposition and reasserted control over strategic sectors of the economy. The authorities seized Mukthar Ablyazov’s assets and placed him in jail. Nurzhan Sunkhanberdin, the owner of Kazzkommertsbank (discussed below), may have faced a similar charge, but later withdrew his support of the DCK and pledged his allegiance to the president. 

			If applicable, consolidated groups who previously relied solely on the president will maintain that allegiance; however, they have begun to reorient their political and commercial assets to align with a patron they perceive as the most likely presidential contender. In most cases, the consolidation of assets and political groups is currently underway. For instance, Defense Minister Imangaly Tasmagambetov – a close Nazarbayev ally – is the father-in-law of Kenges Rakishev, an increasingly influential economic player and noted ally of President Nazarbayev’s son-in-law, Timur Kulibayev. Although Tasmagambetov is noted as a potential successor, he lacks broad support from the elite and independent economic resources, which puts in doubt his succession prospects. However, his connections to Kulibayev, both directly and through Rakishev, mitigate his chances of being forced out once Nazarbayev leaves office. In the economic sphere, the oil industry is predominately controlled by the president’s inner circle, in particular, Kulibayev has placed key allies in strategic positions within state and private oil and gas companies. Meanwhile, the financial industry has followed a similar trend. 

			Kazakhstan’s Banking Sector: Resource Consolidation and the Political Elite

			Kazakhstan’s financial industry is considered a strategic economic sector and is thus closely monitored (or controlled) by the elite. Kazakhstan’s banking sector consists of 38 commercial banks, which account for 77 percent of total financial system assets and 44 percent of GDP.40 Over the past several years, there has been a developing trend in the banking sector in which the elite are consolidating financial assets. Consolidation began as early as 2009 following the global financial crisis and culminated with the integration of major Kazakh banks including Kazkommertsbank’s purchase of BTA Bank and the merger of Alliance and Temir Bank with Forte Bank. Meanwhile, direct connections to Nazarbayev’s family include the ownership of Halyk Bank, controlled by Nazarbayev’s daughter Dinara, and her husband, Kulibayev. The president’s eldest daughter Dariga Nazarbayeva, and her son, Nurali Aliyev, owned the country’s ninth largest bank, Nurbank, but in May 2010 sold it to the Sarsenov family.41  In November 2011, Dariga Nazarbayeva announced her intention to run for the Mazhillis, winning in parliamentary elections the following January. Nazarbayeva was politically marginalized in 2007 after the public fallout between her ex-husband Rakhat Aliyev and the president, which suggests that the president condoned her return to the political arena in 2011. It is unclear whether the sale of Nurbank was in any way related to her political ambitions, but the Sarsenov family’s links to the political elite are noteworthy. Meanwhile, her son Nurali served as the deputy chairman of the Board of Kazakhstan Development Bank from 2008 to 2013 but following the consolidation of the state financial assets under Baiterek, he was removed from the bank. In December 2014, Nurali was appointed deputy mayor of Astana but resigned in March 2016, one month before he was implicated in the so-called Panama Papers.42 

			


Table 1. Shareholders in the Largest Domestic Banks in Kazakhstan43

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Bank

							(ranked by company assets, 

							January 2015)1

						
							
							Major Shareholders

						
							
							Political affiliation

						
					

					
							
							Kazkommerts-

							bank

						
							
							Nurzhan Subkhanberdin

							Aigul Nureyev

							Nina Zhussupova

							Kenges Rakishev

						
							
							Believed to represent the interests of the elite (see subsequent case study). 

						
					

					
							
							Halyk Bank 

						
							
							Timur and Dinara Kulibayev

						
							
							Members of Nazarbayev’s family

						
					

					
							
							BTA Bank

						
							
							Kazkommertsbank

						
							
							Consolidated under Kazkommertsbank in 2015.  

						
					

					
							
							Tsesnabank

						
							
							Adilbek Dzhaksybekov

						
							
							Dzhaksybekov – a Nazarbayev loyalist – is the Mayor of Astana.

						
					

					
							
							Bank CenterCredit

						
							
							Bakhytbek Baiseitov

						
							
							Affiliation to the political elite is unconfirmed. 

						
					

					
							
							Kaspi Bank

						
							
							Vyacheslav Kim

						
							
							Kim is a member of the so-called Korean faction along with Vladimir Kim of Kazak Minerals. Vladimir is an alleged proxy for the Nazarbayev family.2

						
					

					
							
							ATF Bank

						
							
							Galimzhan Yesenov

						
							
							Bolat Utemuratov previously owned ATF but sold the bank in 2007 to Unicredit. Yesenov is the son-in-law of Almaty Mayor Akhmetzhan Yesenov. 

						
					

					
							
							Eurasian Bank

						
							
							Alijan Ibragimov

							Alexander Maskevich

							Patokh Chodiev

						
							
							As noted in the previous case study, Mashkevich is the president’s alleged cashier. 

						
					

					
							
							Alliance Bank

						
							
							Bolat Utemuratov

						
							
							Forte Bank purchased Alliance in May 2014.

						
					

					
							
							Bank RBK

						
							
							Farid Lyuhudzaev

							Baharidin Ablazimov

							Yerzhan Dostybaev

							Dinmukhamet Idrisov

							Azat Ermembetov

							Kairat Sharipbayev

							Bolat Nazarbayev

						
							
							The bank is believed to represent the interests of the President’s family. Bolat Nazarbayev is the president’s brother.

						
					

					
							
							Housing Construction Savings Bank 

						
							
							National Holding Baiterek

						
							
							Bairterek is a government-owned holding company.

						
					

					
							
							Nurbank

						
							
							Sarsenov family

						
							
							Previously owned by the president’s family. Rashid Sarsenov was a former partner of Rakhat Aliyev and is believed to maintain connections to the president’s family. There are allegations that Utemuratov is the ultimate owner but this has not been confirmed

						
					

					
							
							Temirbank

						
							
							Bolat Utemuratov

						
							
							Forte Bank purchased Alliance in May 2014.

						
					

					
							
							Delta Bank

						
							
							Artikbay Samzaev 

							Kuliash Sarkulova 

							Galia Saktanova 

							Zhanar Dzholdybaeva 

							Zhasulan Tulepbekov

							Almagul Balmagambetova 

							Aigul Kravchenko 

							Gulimzhan Ahmetzhanova 

							Alma Tulebaev 

						
							
							Affiliation to the political elite is unconfirmed.

						
					

					
							
							AsiaCredit Bank (AziyaKredit Bank)

						
							
							Nurbol Sultan 

						
							
							Sultan’s father, the late Sarybai Kalmurzayev was the president’s close assistant and a key member of the so-called Southern Alliance. 3  Until August 2012, Sultan was Chairman of KazTransGas, but was replaced by Serik Sultangali, a Kulibayev ally. 

						
					

					
							
							Qazaq Banki

						
							
							Akmaral Sunatulaeva

							Bakhyt Ybyrayim

							Yerzhan Dostybaev

							Nurkhan Nurlanov

							Dinmukhamet Idrisov

							Zhanar Seidualieva

							Ualikhan Nurmukhamedov

						
							
							Idrisov and Dostybaev also own shares in Bank RBK, see above.

						
					

					
							
							Altyn Bank

						
							
							Halyk Bank

						
							
							See above

						
					

					
							
							Astana-Finance Bank

							(Bank Astana)

						
							
							Kenges Rakishev

							Olzhas Tokhtarov 

						
							
							See above; Tokhtarov (Former Chairman of Sat&CO, a company controlled by Rakishev).

						
					

					
							
							KazinvestBank

						
							
							Nurlan Kapparov

							Erbolat Dosayev

							Yurii Pak

						
							
							Kapparov, the former CEO of KazAtomProm died in March 2015. He previously served as Minister of Environmental Protection. Dosayev is the Minister of economy and budget and serves on the Boards of Samruk-Kayna and Baiterek. 

						
					

					
							
							Bank Kassa Nova

						
							
							Utemuratov

						
							
							See above

						
					

					
							
							Capital Bank Kazakhstan

						
							
							Orifdzhan Chodiev

						
							
							Nephew of ENRC and EurasiaBank shareholder Chodiev Patokh4

						
					

					
							
							Forte Bank

						
							
							Bulat Utemuratov

						
							
							 Utemuratov is alleged to have been Nazarbayev’s proxy in the past. 

						
					

					
							
							Eximbank Kazakhstan

						
							
							Erkyn Amirkhanov

							Aleksandr Klebanov

							Sergei Kan

							Gulnara Artambeva

						
							
							The groups controls the Central Asian Power Energy Company.

						
					

					
							
							Zaman-Bank

						
							
							Abguzhinov family

						
							
							Affiliation to the political elite is unconfirmed.

						
					

				
			

			


Notes 1. “National Bank of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Current Status of Bankning Instiutions,” 1 January 2015, available at http://www.nationalbank.kz/?docid=672&switch=english, 1 August 2015. 2. “Risky Business: Kazakhstan, Kazakhmys Plc and the London Stock Exchange,” 13 July 2010, available at https://www.globalwitness.org/sites/default/files/gw_riskybusiness.pdf. 30 July 2015. 3. “V Kazakhstane Nachalas’ ‘Zachistka’ Klana Byvshego Soratnika Prezidenta Nazarbayeva?” 14 August 2013, available at http://www.regnum.ru/news/polit/1561185.html, 15 July 2015.  4. “ENRC Subsidiary Sold Secretly to Nephew of Co-founder,” 14 February 2014, available at http://www.theguardian.com/business/2013/feb/14/enrc-mining-company-subsidiary-sold-secretly, 28 July 2015. 

			


Closer inspection of domestically-owned banks reveals the consolidation of the banking sector, either directly owned by the political elite or controlled through alleged proxies who serve elite interests (See Table 1). For instance, of the 24 domestically-owned banks, ten are either directly owned by government officials or their family members.44 Meanwhile, other banking institutions are controlled by individuals who have been noted as particularly close to the president or the top political elite, such as Bulat Utemuratov. 

			Utemuratov is ranked as Kazakhstan’s richest entrepreneur with an estimated wealth of $2.4 billion (June 2016).45 In 2007, he sold ATF Bank – the country’s fifth largest bank at the time – to the Italian company Unicredit for more than $2 billion. Utemuratov controls Verny Investments Holding, an Astana-based asset management company that owns Ritz Carlton hotels in Vienna and Moscow, interests in Kazakhstan’s oil and gas industry, and telecommunications. In 2012, Verny sold its controlling stake in metals company KazZinc to Swiss-based Glencore for $400 million. In February 2013, it sold its remaining stake in the mining company to Samruk-Kazyna for $1.65 billion. Utemuratov has controlled various media assets, including Channel 31 and Vremya, and is a major player in the financial industry, controlling Bank Kassa Nova and Forte Bank. Allegedly, he owns a stake in Nurbank,46 but this has not been confirmed. 

			After taking over a number of troubled banks following the 2008 global crisis, Samruk-Kazyna was eager to unload these institutions. In May 2014, Utemuratov acquired 79.88 percent of Temirbank and 16 percent of Alliance Bank from Samruk-Kazyna for approximately $200 million.47 In March 2015, Samruk-Kazyna sold its remaining stake in Alliance, effectively completing the merger of the three banks. 48  

			Utemuratov is a member of President Nazarbayev’s inner circle. He previously served as secretary of the National Security Council for a number of years and later as the president’s advisor on economic issues. One consistent allegation surrounding Utemuratov is his role as the president’s “personal financial manager.”49 Utemuratov is a Nazarbayev loyalist, and although he is not believed to harbor any political ambitions,50 he lacks a political support network and will thus need to seek guarantees for his investments. There has been speculation, for instance, that should the elite network surrounding Massimov and Kulibayev come to power, Utemuratov will be forced to forfeit some of his assets and possibly leave the country.51 However, this is unclear. It is interesting to note, for example, Massimov previously served as ATF’s chief and Kulibayev was the bank’s first chairman.52 Meanwhile, there is speculation that Utemuratov and Massimov are in talks to form a political party (National Patriotic Party). 

			While Utemuratov has succeeded in consolidating his financial assets, other banks, namely Kazkommertsbank, are undergoing a shift in ownership and, in turn, elite influence. Originally named Medeu Bank, Kazkommertsbank was re-registered in 1991 under the control of Nurzhan Subkhanberdin. Since then, Kazkommertsbank has grown to become one of Kazakhstan’s leading financial institutions. Following the global financial crisis, Kazkommertsbank’s major investors increased their stake in order to inject liquidity into the bank. Prior to the crisis (April 2009), Subkhanberdin owned 10 percent directly and 26 percent through Central Asian Investments, which he controlled with former CEO Nina Zhussupova (Subkhanberdin owns 87 per cent while Zhussupova owned the remaining shares). In May 2009, Samruk-Kazyna purchased a 24 percent stake. The bank’s other major shareholders, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), increased its stake from 7 to 11 percent. Alnair Capital initially held an 8 percent stake (June 2008), having increased its shareholding to 29 percent (December 2008). By July 2009, Subkhanberdin owned approximately 25 percent through direct and indirect ownership. 

			Aigul Nurieva, the daughter of the former president of the Almaty Academy of Economics and Statistics, Marat Nuriev, manages Alnair Capital. Nurieva previously worked as an assistant to Prime Minister Massimov, and the two currently own an investment company in Singapore.53 She also worked for the Krull Corporation, a company controlled by Alexander Mirtchev, an Independent Director of Samruk-Kazyna and alleged “purse” for the Nazarbayev family.54 According to testimony from the president’s former son-in-law, Rakhat Aliev, Nurieva serves as a proxy for the ruling elite, although this has not been confirmed through independent public sources. 

			The EBRD is a notable shareholder in the bank and first bought a stake in 2004. International exposure from the EBRD served a valuable purpose for the bank and Subkhanberdin. Given that the state’s reputation could be tarnished if Kazkommertsbank were attacked for political purposes, the EBRD acted as a de facto “krysha” (roof) for the bank. However, in May 2014, the EBRD sold its stake to Subkhanberdin. 

			In February 2014, Kazkommertsbank announced an agreement to purchase BTA Bank from Samruk-Kazyna for $1 billion. The agreement was between Kazkommertsbank and Kenges Rakishev; both purchased an equal 46.5 percent stake for $465 million each.55 As part of the deal, Kazkommertsbank took on BTA’s non-performing loans, which accounted for around 87 percent of its loan portfolio.56 Following the purchase, Rakishev became Chairman of BTA. In March 2015, Rakishev exchanged his shares in BTA for a 16 percent stake in Kazkommertsbank. Rakishev then purchased a 2.61 percent stake in July, 7.22 percent in May and 2.82 percent in August. In May 2015, Subkhanberdin stepped down as Chairman of the Board while Zhussupova stepped down as the company’s CEO. Subkhanberdin served as Chairman for almost 12 years.

			As previously stated, Rakishev’s father-in-law is Defense Minister Imangali Tasmagambetov, but he is also allegedly close to Kulibayev. Rakishev controls the minerals holding company SAT&CO, which also has historical links to Kulibayev. In March 2008, the UK’s Prince Andrew sold his Sunninghill Park estate for $5 million over the asking price to BVI-based Unity Assets Corporation, a company linked to Rakishev. Rakishev admitted that he negotiated the sale of the estate, but acted on behalf of someone he refused to reveal. According to Freedom House (2009), Rakishev negotiated the sale of the estate for either Kulibayev or the president.57 

			Following the purchase of EBRD’s shares in May 2014, Subkhanberdin’s direct shareholding decreased from approximately 20 percent to less than 6 percent in August 2015. During that same period, the holding of Rakishev and Nurieva increased to 56 percent while Samruk-Kazyna still controlled a 10 percent stake.58 If the above-noted political relationships are any indication, stakes held by Rakishev and Nurieva suggests that political elite networks, particularly those surrounding the president or Kulibayev, successfully increased their influence over the bank. While it has not been confirmed, previous trends indicate that Rakishev may be acting as a nominal holder for the regime. As previously noted, Nurieva may follow a similar pattern.

			


Table 2. Kazkommertsbank Shareholder Structure (5 August 2015)*

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Shareholder

						
							
							Percentage holding

						
							
							Notes

						
					

					
							
							Kenges Rakishev

						
							
							28.67

						
							
							Raikshev’s father-in-law-is Defence Minister Imangaly Tasmagambetov. Rakishev is allegedly close to Timur Kulibayev

						
					

					
							
							Central Asia Invest (CAI)

						
							
							23.27

						
							
							CAI is owned by Subkhanberdin (87 per cent) and Zhussupova (13 per cent)

						
					

					
							
							Alnair Capital

						
							
							28.08

						
							
							Alnair’s Manager Aigul Nurieva is an alleged proxy for the political elite

						
					

					
							
							Samruk Kazyna

						
							
							10.72

						
							
							Kazakhstan’s sovereign wealth fund

						
					

					
							
							Nurzhan Subkhanberdin

						
							
							5.99

						
							
					

					
							
							Other minority shareholders

						
							
							3.27

						
							
					

				
			

			


*On 7 August, Rakishev and Alnair Capital reached a preliminary agreement to combine their respective shareholdings, giving Rakishev legal ownership of 56.75 per cent of Kazkommertsbank. At the time of this writing, the deal had not been finalised, but the announcement nonetheless demonstrates Rakishev’s growing economic (and political) influence among the Kazakhstani elite.59 

			


Kazkommertsbank is coming under the control of the rising political elite while it would appear that Subkhanberdin has been pushed aside (see Table 2). However, it is not entirely clear why Subkhanberdin lost his privileged position. Subkhanberdin’s marginalization may in part be led by his lack of strong ties to the regime. For instance, during the 1990s Subkhanberdin worked closely with Kulibayev, who could have provided him with political cover. However, it is believed that this relationship ended sometime around the founding of the DCK. Subkhanberdin originally sided with the DCK, but later withdrew support following political pressure from the elite. For rescinding his signature to the DCK’s founding document, Subkhanberdin remained head of Kazkommertsbank and retained his holdings after pledging not to engage in politics again.60 Other early political allies, namely former Deputy Prime Minister Oraz Zhandosov and former Minister of Labor Alikhan Baimenov joined the opposition party and were thus unable to provide protection to Subkhanberdin or his interests. Alternatively, Subkhanberdin may have been trying to exert too much influence over the impending succession and has once again been seen as a political threat to the president. Removing Subkhanberdin may, in fact, be part of a larger scheme to consolidate financial assets and marginalize economic players who could fund the opposition prior to a transfer of power. The consolidation of private banks under Nazarbayev loyalists, and those within his circle indicate cumulative control of the financial sector. This control appears to have increased since the global financial crisis and has become a pressing issue for those seeking to secure favoritism as the elite gear up for a succession battle. 

			While the ownership of banking assets is noteworthy, political consolidation is also underway. Arguably one could claim that the Nazarbayev regime pursued greater control of the country’s financial resources following the global economic crisis in 2008; however, a number of interesting moves have taken place starting with the creation of National Holding Company Baiterek in May 2013. As noted above, Baiterek was created after Samruk-Kazyna’s financial interests were separated from the fund. 

			Created in 2008, Samruk-Kazyna was meant to be the “fund of funds” after the state merged JSC Sustainable Development Fund Kazyna and Kazakhstan Holding for Management of State Assets Samruk. It, therefore, seems odd that the split in 2013 essentially returned the holding company back to its original form. It is noteworthy that since its creation, Samruk-Kazyna has been dogged by allegations of corruption and poor corporate governance. Separating the fund’s financial assets seemed like a logical move to break from its previous record. However, given that with the exception of the independent directors, its corporate governance is called into question given that both companies have almost the same Board of Directors. 61 More importantly, Baiterek has fallen under the influence of members of the president’s family who have successfully placed protégés within the company management, which allows for greater political control of the financial industry.

			Finally, in May 2015, Nazarbayev announced the relocation of the National Bank of Kazakhstan from the country’s financial capital of Almaty, to Astana.62 Despite moving the capital north in 1997, the country’s Central Bank, stock exchange, and the headquarters of some financial institutions remained in Almaty. Calls to move the bank north have been ongoing for years. However, the banks former governor, Grigory Marchenko opposed relocating the bank, citing necessity to keep the bank’s independence. In October 2013, Nazarbayev replaced Marchenko, a long-time Kulibayev ally, with Kairat Kelimbetov.63 Shortly after his appointed in October 2013, he voiced support for the bank’s relocation. 

			The official reason for his departure was for family reasons though there was speculation that he fell afoul with Nazarbayev.64 Although not solely independent, Marchenko was much bolder in his approach to tackling the economic crisis in 2009. In contrast, Kelimbetov is a Nazarbayev loyalist, and more inclined to external political pressure. Marchenko’s replacement suggests that Kulibayev’s influence declined as a result of the appointment, which may have been necessary to balance Kulibayev’s influence in Samruk-Kazyna and Baiterek. Similarly, Kelimbetov and Kulibayev have not always seen eye-to-eye. However, as the political winds change in Kulibayev’s favor, it is suspected that Kelimbetov would fall in line and seek to ally himself closer to Kulibayev. 

			Finally, by leaving the financial center in the south, it provided a power base that had otherwise been consolidated in the north. The Central Bank move may, in fact, be an attempt to marginalize competing networks’ influence over the financial industry, or serves as a pre-emptive measure to ensure the state’s financial institution is under close watch when the succession process begins to take shape. Most likely once the National Bank moves, other institutions will soon follow. 

			Conclusion: Kazakhstan and Network Dynamics in Post-Soviet Space 

			Kazakhstan’s personalized political system, coupled with greater elite economic control, has created an environment that has both supported Nazarbayev’s rule and come to rely on its continuation. However, although the president operates the levers that influence the decision-making process, he is just as much a part of that system as he is at its helm.65  However, while the patronage system is unlikely to change fundamentally, the impending presidential transition challenges the sustainability of some groups within the patronage networks that rely on Nazarbayev’s rule. In terms of succession, this is the greatest concern among foreign investors and the focus of academic debate. This article broadens the debate on succession by examining the role secondary and tertiary elite groups will play in a post-Nazarbayev era.  

			Succession will call for an evolution of elite network organization – those with privileged access will continue to realign their interests and seek protection under consolidated groups while those that have come to depend on Nazarbayev will be forced to re-evaluate their position within the political structure. As this article is an exercise in interpreting elite network dynamics, it is possible to identify event markers, or “flashpoints” that provide an indication of the rise or fall of certain groups. As noted above, ENRC will undoubtedly face trouble once Nazarbayev leaves office. The trio, for instance, is noted as “foreign,” having been born outside Kazakhstan. While the president and their allies have shielded them from any scrutiny in the past, should a successor take on a more nationalist approach, the group could be threatened. For example, the trio’s involvement in the privatization of mining assets – a matter that has already come under scrutiny by the political opposition66 – could easily be investigated once Nazarbayev is no longer in power. KazMetals (formerly Kazakhmys), controlled by Vladimir Kim and the so-called Korean faction is another company in the mining sector that could be characterized as “foreign.” The group has historically relied on Nazarbayev and could be a potential target. 

			Meanwhile, dominant elite players will maintain their ability to navigate the political and economic environment, and will influence the levers of power that reshuffle secondary players within state institutions. Key events for this group could be associated with the recently announced sale of state assets, which could benefit dominant players, either directly through their holding structures, their known and suspected proxies, or allies closely associated with their patronage networks. Highlighted in this article, Rakishev’s moves are worth monitoring, as well as others associated Timur Kulibayev.

			Finally, this investigation into network dynamics reaches beyond Kazakhstan and provides opportunities for investigation in other post-Soviet states. For instance, Uzbekistan also faces an impending leadership transition that will play out amongst the country’s influential networks. Although the elite in Uzbekistan are more consolidated, individuals within patronage networks are continually vulnerable to attacks from competing power groups as evidenced by the black market currency scandal involving Asaka Bank and GM in early 2016.67 Like Kazakhstan, evaluating the changing dynamics between the Tashkent, Samarkand, and other clan groupings in Uzbekistan can help foreign investors and academics identify cleavages and areas of cooperation in elite network orientation. 

			Meanwhile, the political maneuvering and ongoing political turmoil experienced by Ukraine since the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych after the Euro-Maidan protests provide a unique opportunity to investigate network dynamics in a country that fluctuates between its authoritarian past and potential democratic future. Despite Ukraine’s (slow) progression to democratization under President Petro Poroshenko, oligarch networks continue to control key sectors of the economy and influence a significant number of members in the Verkhovna Rada. President Petro Poroshenko has not followed the path of his predecessors, but his reluctance to eliminate oligarch influence and pursuit of strengthening his existing network threatens to leave Ukraine in its cyclical pattern of failed democratization.

			While this article has focused on succession, a broader discussion on network dynamics can shed light on elite evolution in other former Soviet states. One of the greatest benefits from investigating network dynamics is understanding and predicting how the elite evolve in existing regimes, or ones that have undergone a recent leadership transition. By investigating network origins, influence (political and commercial), and interaction with other groups, academics and analysts can identify trends and anticipate changes in network relations and evaluate how they will impact political development or commercial investment. 
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			Abstract: This article measures changes in Russia’s performance in economic, technological, military, and human capital domains and compares this performance to those of five of the West’s leading powers, the United States, Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, as well as to the world as a whole (wherever possible), to test the hypothesis that Russia has declined versus its Western competitors and the rest of the world since 1999. Measurements utilizing a single-variable approach indicate that 21st century Russia has risen relative to its five Western competitors as well as to the world as a whole. Three multi-variable methods of measuring national power employed in this article indicate that, even though Russia continues to trail behind the U.S. in national power, that gap has narrowed and Russia has gained on all five Western competitors since 1999. Moreover, two of these multi-variable methods also show Russia has risen when compared to the world as a whole. Therefore, the results of the measurements do not allow me to reject the null hypothesis, which is that Russia has either risen or retained its positions relative to its five Western competitors and the world as a whole so far in the 21st century.

			My survey of Western scholars’ writings on 21st century Russia demonstrates that the view that the largest of the 15 post-Soviet republics is a country in decline is not uncommon, though many advocates of this view do not specify exactly how they define Russia’s decline or how, over what period of time and relative to what they have measured this decline. In 2002, for example, Thomas Graham of Yale University referred to “the precipitous decline of Russian power”1 and so did Olga Oliker and Tanya Charlick-Paley of RAND.2Such assessments were justified at the time, in my view. After all Russia was then still recovering from the troubled decade of the 1990s, which saw the Soviet incarnation of the Russian empire fall apart and the national economy nosedive into a free fall. It was not until after the devaluation of the ruble and rebounding of oil prices in the late 1990s that the Russian economy started to grow consistently, fueling remarkable improvements in the economic, human capital and military components of Russia’s national power. 

			Yet, in spite of these notable improvements, the dim view of Russia persisted. “Can we manage a declining Russia?” Richard Weitz of the Hudson Institute asked in a monograph published in 2011.3 Harvard University-based British historian Niall Ferguson proclaimed in 2011 that Vladimir “Putin’s Russia is in decline” and on “its way to global irrelevance” even though the Russian state was growing economically, militarily, and demographically at the time.4 Ferguson’s view of a Russia in decline was supported by Stephen Blank of the American Foreign Policy Council in 20135 and then by John Mearsheimer of the University of Chicago in 2014, even though the aforementioned growth continued.6 Ferguson’s Harvard colleagues Joseph Nye and Stephen Walt held an equally dim view of 21st century Russia. “Russia is in long-term decline,” Nye wrote in April 2015. 7 The same year saw Walt first declare Russia to be an “aging, depopulating, and declining great power,”8 and then ponder what would happen “if Russian power continues to decline.” 9

			Other Western thinkers who have pronounced Russia in decline in the 21st century include Ian Bremmer of the Eurasia Group10 and Stephen Kotkin of Princeton University.11 Moreover, some scholars believe that 21st century Russia is not just declining, but also nearing breakdown. For instance, Alexander Motyl of Rutgers University penned a piece in 2016 on what he defined as the “coming Russian collapse.”12 In fact, that collapse has already begun, according to Lilia Shevtsova, a Russian scholar affiliated with the Brookings Institution. “Russia’s agony has begun,” Dr. Shevtsova proclaimed in a March 2015 article.13 

			More than a year after Shevtsova’s diagnosis, however, that agony is yet to begin, which raises the question: Is Russia really in decline, teetering on the verge of collapse or even in agony, as some of the aforementioned scholars would have us believe? Or has it “not been in free fall” at all, remaining the Number 2 nation in the post-Cold War world, as Chin-Lung Chang of Taiwan’s Fo-guang University claims?14 Or, perhaps, Russia did decline in the likhye (turbulent) 1990s, but then rebounded, “rising from its knees,” during Vladimir Putin’s presidency all while the West declined, which is what the Kremlin’s spin doctors want us to believe? The answer to the question of whether Russia is a declining, stagnating or rising power is of fundamental importance for the global order because perceptions of change in Russia’s standing relative to the West and the world as a whole shape great powers’ policies toward Russia and Russia’s own policies toward other countries. Therefore, I will lay out a way to measure Russia’s standing in the world and relative to the West in this article. 

			Methodology and Research Design

			This article will test the hypothesis that Russia has declined in the 21st century relative to the United States, Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, as well as the world as a whole. Before I try to test this hypothesis, however, it is important to answer a number of methodological questions. First, what criteria are valid for measuring changes in a nation’s power and how should they be measured? Second, what other nations should this power be compared to? And, third, what period is appropriate for measuring nations’ rise and fall vis-à-vis each other? 

			What Indicators to Measure and How To Measure Them

			Most scholars of national power agree that a country’s power needs to be measured in comparison to other countries. As Yan Xuetong of the Tsinghua University noted in his study of China’s rise, “power status connotes relativity.”15 In The Rise and Decline of Nations, Mancur Olson also argued that ascents and descents in the global hierarchy should always be measured relative to other countries.16 

			However, there is no consensus among scholars of national power on either what parameters should be measured or whether single variables or multiple variables should be employed for comparative purposes. One traditional single-variable method of measuring countries’ standing is to look at how their economies have performed with gross domestic product (GDP) as the key indicator. It is, indeed, important to measure countries’ economic performance to gauge their rise and fall. After all, great powers of the past and present could not have afforded development and the application of such instruments and facilitators of national rise as technological prowess, military power, and diplomacy without some degree of either intensive or extensive economic expansion. 

			However, the measurement of just one economic parameter, be it GDP or any other indicator, is not sufficient to gauge whether countries are rising or falling relative to each other. After all, the emergence and continuation of economic growth in a country is conditional on the availability of certain resources, of which the size and quality of human capital are of increasing importance the 21st century. Also, economic growth does not always translate into increases in national power. Rather, that growth creates opportunities for the development and application of the aforementioned instruments of national rise, which, if skillfully applied, can help a country gain on its competitors. 

			The need to capture the multifaceted nature of countries’ rise and fall explains why scholars of national power have gone beyond measuring their economic performance. For instance, Yan of Tsinghua University proposes measuring the personnel strength of national armed forces in addition to measuring GDP.17 Another Asian scholar, Chin-Lung Chang, also takes stock of a country’s population, total landmass, and defense expenditures in his study of national power.18 Western scholars who believe that a single-variable measurement is insufficient to measure national power and suggest aggregate indices for such measurements include Norman Alcock, Alan G. Newcombe,19 Joel Singer, Melvin Small,20 Ray S. Cline,21 and Wilhelm Fucks.22 

			Before laying out my own methodology, I will describe a few other efforts to measure country power. The Composite Index of National Capability (CINC), which remains one of the most popular indices of measuring national power, is calculated as the arithmetic mean of the following ratios:

			
					TPR = ratio of a country’s total population to the world’s total population;

					UPR = ratio of a country’s urban population to the world’s urban population;23

					ISR = ratio of a country’s steel production to the world’s steel production;24

					ECR = ratio of a country’s primary energy consumption to the world’s primary energy production;

					MER = ratio of a country’s military expenditures to the world’s military expenditures;

					MPR = ratio of a country’s military personnel to the world’s military personnel.

			

			Each of these ratios is calculated by dividing a country-specific total by the global total. However, the CINC approach may produce inaccurate results when there are changes in the overall number of countries on which data are available for the calculation of global totals, according to Kelly Kadera and Gerald Sorokin.25 To address this flaw of the CINC, these two researchers propose to measure the geometric mean of the aforementioned ratios, introducing what they refer to as the Geometric Indicator of National Capability (GINC). At the same Kadera and Sorokin ignore the fact that both the CINC and GINC fail to account for changes in the global economy. Both of these indices rely on measuring steel production to gauge the economic capability of nations even though such production cannot accurately capture the economic capability of post-industrial economies.

			Asian scholars have also proposed their own multi-variable methods of measuring national power. Chin-Lung of Fo-guang University measures national power using the following formula:26

			Power = (Critical mass + Economic strength + Military strength)/3, where:

			
					Critical mass = ([Nation’s Population/world total] * 100) + [Nation’s Area/world total] * 100).

					Economic Strength = (Nation’s GDP/world GDP) * 200.

					Military Strength = (Nation’s military expenditures/world military expenditures) * 200.

			

			Chin-Lung’s method can be appropriate for measuring the traditional power of states throughout the centuries, but, like CINC and GINC, it fails to take into account new elements of national power, which have emerged in recent years. For instance, it is important to measure not just quantity, but also the quality of human capital when assessing how nations have fared against each other, but Chin-Lung’s method does not accomplish that.

			While CINC, GINC and Chin-Lung’s formula rely only on concrete variables to calculate national power, there exist alternative multi-variable measurements, which provide for measurements of less tangible variables as well. One popular multi-variable approach with use of such variables has been crafted by the American scholar Ray S. Cline.27 Cline’s formula of calculating the Index of Perceived Power of Nations (IPPN) is as follows:

			Pp = (C + E + M) * (S + W) where:

			
					Pp = perceived power.

					C = critical mass = population + territory.

					E = economic capability = GDP + GDP per capita + volume of foreign trade.

					M = military capability = military personnel + defense expenditures.

					S = strategic purpose.

					W = will to pursue national strategy.

			

			Adepts at quantitative methods of measuring national power would find Cline’s approach contestable because it uses intangible variables, such as strategic purpose andnational will,28 quantification of which reflects the scholar’s personal judgments, in contrast to concrete variables, which can be constructed with the use of databases from such organizations as the World Bank or International Monetary Fund. Nor did Cline fully disclose the methodology he used to determine the value of these intangible variables in the books he wrote on measuring national power. 29 Nevertheless, Cline’s approach remains frequently cited in reviews of methods of measuring national power in the academic literature. Given the popularity and the general need for the triangulation of methods, I will use a variation of Cline’s approach along with variations of the other multi-variable approaches discussed above. 

			Methodology for Measuring Decline

			I will measure Russia’s relative standing by taking the following steps:

			Step 1. I will use a single-variable approach to individually measure the ratio of Russia’s GDP30  against that of the world as a whole, as well as  against the individual countries to which it will be compared. 

			In addition to measuring economic output, I will also measure the following parameters of Russia, its competitors and the world as a whole because those are needed for utilizing the multi-variable approaches.

			
					Energy consumption. 31

					Total population size.32

					Share of workers with tertiary education in the labor force. 33

					Life expectancy. 34

					Military expenditures. 35

					Active military personnel.36 

					Total land area.37 

					Number of patents filed by residents of these states.38

			

			Step 2. I will then measure the ratios of Russia’s population, GDP and military expenditures to those of the world and aggregate those into an index, using a modification of the model proposed by Chin-Lung.39 I have chosen to reduce the proportional weight of the military and economic strength in Chin-Lung’s formula to make them equal to that of critical mass and innovation strength. I have introduced the latter as an additional variable into Chin-Lung’s formula. These changes reflect my view that the impact of human capital and the wealth of knowledge on a country’s power has grown in the 21st century relative to such traditional sources of national power as military strength and landmass. As a result of these two modifications, the revised formula generates what I refer to as the Composite Index of Smart National Power (CISNP), which looks as follows:

			CISNP = (Population Strength + Economic Strength + Military Strength + Innovation Strength)/4, where:

			
					Critical mass = ([Nation’s population/world population] * 100) + ([Nation’s area/world total] * 100).

					Economic Strength = (Nation’s GDP/world GDP) * 100

					Military Strength = (Nation’s military expenditures/world military expenditures) * 100.

					Innovation Strength = (Number of patents filed by residents of nation/Number of patents filed in the entire world) * 100.

			

			I will also calculate a more traditional power index that would be closer to Chin-Lung’s original because it will not include an innovation strength component. It will be referred to as the Composite Index of Traditional National Power (CITNP). The formula for CITNP is as follows: 

			CITNP = (Population Strength + Economic Strength + Military Strength)/3, where:

			
					Critical mass = ([Nation’s population/world population]*100) + ([Nation’s area/world total] * 100).

					Economic Strength = (Nation’s GDP/world GDP) * 100.

					Military Strength = (Nation’s military expenditures/world military expenditures) * 100.

			

			Step 3. In this step I will use a modification of the Geometric Index of National Capability (GINC) to measure the researched countries. While traditional GINC measures the numeric personnel strength of armed forces, I will exclude this measurement. This will be done because the measurement of the numeric personnel strength fails to capture the qualitative transformation Russia’s armed forces have undergone since Putin came to office. The first 15 years of this century saw the Russian government use the windfall from economic growth to finance a significant improvement in the quality of military personnel. While the rank-and-file of Russia’s armed forces consisted almost exclusively of conscripts with only officers being professionals in the 1990s, the current composition of this rank-and-file includes 300,000 conscripts, who serve for one year each, and 350,000 professional soldiers, according to Russia’s General Staff.40 

			Those reforms were accompanied by a significant reduction of the overall personnel strength because the numbers of poorly trained conscripts were reduced, but the overall quality of personnel improved. This transformation of the Russian armed forces into a leaner but meaner war machine led to a remarkable improvement in its operational capabilities as highlighted by Russia’s military campaigns in Crimea and Syria. However, the traditional GINC would misinterpret this change as an actual weakening of Russia’s military standing in the world because it measures only the numerical strength of military personnel, failing to measure their quality. If we measure only the numerical strength of military personnel, as the GINC does, then the armies of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Republic of Korea and the Republic of Vietnam would all appear superior to that of Russia because the total personnel strength of their military and paramilitary forces are larger than Russia’s. That, of course, would be a rather absurd proposition. 

			Nor would it be practical to try to measure the professional military personnel ratio. First, estimating the total number of professional soldiers in the world, which I would need to calculate that ratio, for a multitude of years would prove to be extremely difficult. Second, such a calculation would invite criticism of a pro-Russian bias in comparison because the rate of growth of the share of professional soldiers in the Russian armed forces has been positive in the research period while in the United States, it could not have grown at all, because the active personnel of the U.S. armed forces have been professional for decades. Given this difference in the rate of change, Russia would appear to be gaining more militarily on the U.S. than the evidence allows us to conclude to be the case. It is for these reasons that I have revised GINC to exclude measurement of the numeric personnel strength of the armed forces. This revised approach toward measuring GINC will be referred to as RGINCS (Revised Geometric Index of National Capabilities with Steel). I will also replace the steel production of country ratio (ISR) with the ratio of the value added in the countries’ manufacturing (VAMR)41 to account for 21st century trends in the global economy where steel production is no longer necessarily a good indicator of a country’s economic might. This second innovation will be reflected in calculating the Revised Geometric Index of National Capabilities with Value Added Manufacturing (RGINCVAM).

			Step 4. I will apply Cline’s method in this step to calculate an Index of Perceived Power of Nations (IPPN), but will introduce several modifications into this multi-variable method to account for the lack of information in Cline’s book on how exactly he calculated certain variables that constitute this index. One modification will aim to compensate for the absence of information in Cline’s books on exactly how he measures changes in countries’ strategic purpose and national will. 42 I have asked a dozen foreign policy experts from Harvard University, Georgetown University, Gulf State Analytics, Brookings Institution, Center for the National Interest, Wheaton College, Cohen Group, Moscow’s Higher School of Economics and other organizations to assess the values of these variables in 1999 and then again in 2015 and then calculated the medians for both.43 It is important to note here that this May-June 2016 survey of the 12 experts could not, of course, constitute a scientific poll, and, therefore, the results of this measurement do not conform to requirements for validity of quantitative research methods. Arguably, however, the resulting measurements can still help to capture dynamics of change in perceptions of countries’ powers. As for the other three variables in Cline’s formula (C = critical mass = population + territory; E = economic capability = GDP + GDP per capita + volume of foreign trade; and M = military capability = military personnel + defense expenditures), I calculated those as ratios of each country’s indicators in these categories to that of the United States with the 1999 indicators of the U.S. counted as the baseline. These modifications may or may not comply with what Cline had in mind when designing and applying his method, but, given that the succinct descriptions of his methodology in his two books on the subject do not allow exact replication, I have had to introduce them. I refer to this modified approach as the Revised Index of Perceived Power of Nations (RIPPN) and it will be calculated as follows:
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									Pp = perceived power.

							

						
					

					
							
							
									C = critical mass = population (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100 per Cline’s earlier estimate) + territory (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100 per Cline’s earlier estimate).

							

						
					

					
							
							
									E = economic capability = GDP PPP in constant 2011 international dollars (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100 per Cline’s earlier estimate) + GDP PPP per capita in constant 2011 international dollars (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 40 per Cline’s earlier estimate) + volume of foreign trade (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100 per Cline’s earlier estimate).

							

						
					

					
							
							
									M = military capability = defense expenditures (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100).1 

							

						
					

					
							
							
									S = strategic purpose (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100).

							

						
					

					
							
							
									W = will to pursue national strategy (value for U.S. as of 1999 assumed to have equaled 100).

							

						
					

				
			

			


To What Countries Should Russia Be Compared?

			Multiple studies have been published, comparing Russia to such groups of peers as post-Soviet nations, former members of the socialist bloc, oil producers and the rest of the BRICS. These are valid comparisons, and many of them show Russia declining relative to such peers as China, which has been rising rapidly for most of the 21st century. Given the quality and quantity of such comparative studies, I believe that I cannot contribute to the discussion of Russia’s strengths and weaknesses relative to these peers. More important, the purpose of this study is to verify the correctness of the claims of a declining Russia as seen from the West. Therefore, for purposes of this research, Russia will be compared to its key Western competitors: the United States, Germany, UK, France and Italy, as well as to the world as a whole. These countries have been chosen because in my view they constitute a representative sample of the Western world: They include the West’s largest economy, Western Europe’s four largest economies and all of the West’s nuclear powers. 

			Research Period

			I will answer the final methodological question about the research period by proposing to measure Russia’s performance against that of five Western countries and the world as a whole in the period of 1999-2015. The year 2015 is the most recent one for which data is available. The reasons I chose 1999 as the baseline year for the measurements are multiple. First, all of the claims about Russia’s decline in the 21st century, which I have reviewed in this article, were made during Vladimir Putin’s rule of Russia, and it was in 1999 that this former KGB agent ascended to power. Moreover, some of the scholars who have made these claims use them to draw conclusions on how Putin’s Russia should be treated, given its hypothetical decline. Another reason I chose not to start measuring Russia’s performance earlier is that Russia was in free fall for most of the 1990s as it coped with the disintegration of the USSR and transition to what seemed at the time to be very different economic and political models. 44 Claims of Russia’s decline in the 1990s were justified in my view. Therefore, these claims are not contested by me and are not the subject of this study. 

			Seventeen waves of annual measurements were conducted for the purposes of this study wherever either data is available for the entire period of 1999-2015 or when extrapolation could be reasonably applied to account for missing data. Where data is missing and cannot be extrapolated with reasonable certainty, the number of waves of measurements will be reduced. This, for instance, has been done for such categories as military expenditures, number of patents filed by residents of countries and share of workers with tertiary education in the labor forces. Other exceptions in the number of waves of measurement and the research period were made in the course of applying Cline’s method. The Index of Perceived Power of Nations was measured for 1999 and then for 2015. I chose to conduct only two waves of measurements because I believe that it would be rather difficult to capture changes in such nuanced variables, as strategic purpose and national will, which are not easily quantifiable. Scholars of countries can arguably be more accurate in assessing how such intangible variables, as strategic purpose and national will of multiple countries has changed with intervals of 16 years, than trying to assess how it changed in each of those 15 years. 

			Comparing Russia to the West and the Rest of the World

			Step 1. Single-Variable Comparisons: Russia Has Gained Economically, Declined Demographically.

			According to measures of GDP, Russia gained economically on all of its competitors as well as on the world as a whole in 1999-2015. Russia’s GDP, if measured in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP) in constant international 2011 U.S. dollars, equaled 14 percent of U.S. GDP in 1999, but that share grew to more than 19 percent in 2015, which constituted an increase of more than 36 percent.45 The same period saw Russia expand its share in global GDP by 5 percent while the U.S., UK, France, Germany and Italy saw their shares in global GDP decline by 23 percent; 24 percent; 31 percent; 31 percent and 42 percent respectively over the same period of time.46 If we were to measure GDP at market prices in constant 2005 dollars rather than GDP PPP in constant 2011 international dollars, these measurements would still show the Russian economy performing better than economies of its five Western competitors in 1999-2015. Russia’s GDP, if measured that way, equaled less than 5 percent of U.S. GDP in 1999, but that share grew to 6 percent in 2015, which constituted a 36 percent increase. The same period of time saw the Russian economy expand its share in the global GDP by 23 percent from 1.32 percent in 1999 to 1.6 percent in 2015 while the U.S., UK, French, German and Italian shares in global GDP declined by 10 percent; 11 percent; 19 percent; 20 percent and 32 percent respectively over the same period of time. It is, of course, well known that the World Bank estimates that the Russian economy declined by 3.7 percent in 2015 and forecasts it to decline by another 1.9 percent in 2016 before is resumes growth. However, this decline will not erase the cumulative double-digit gains that the Russian economy made since 1999 against those of the U.S., Germany, UK, France and Italy.

			If we were to look at other variables, which traditionally have not been used in single-variable approaches, but which need to be measured for use in multi-variable approaches discussed below, then we would encounter disparate results. When it comes to military financing, the latter grew at a faster rate in Russia than any of its competitors or the world as a whole in 1999-2015. If measured in U.S. dollars at constant 2014 prices and exchange rates, Russia’s share in global defense expenditures soared by as much as 140 percent, growing from 2.1 percent in 1999 to 5.2 percent in 2015 if measured at constant 2014 prices and exchange rates, according to my calculations with the use of data on country’s defense expenditures available in the database of the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI). Russia’s military budget also gained against those of the U.S., UK, France, Germany, and Italy in 1999-2015. If Russian defense spending in 1999 equaled only 6.1 percent of that of the U.S. in 1999, that share grew to 15.3 percent in 2015. The Russian military financing has also grown at even more impressive rates against that of the UK, France, Germany, and Italy. The results of increases in defense expenditures were visible during Russia’s campaign in Syria, where Russia employed a mostly professional force armed with modern weapons and means of command, control, navigation, reconnaissance and targeting and supported by an effective information war campaign. That the Russian military put these budget hikes to good use is also demonstrated by the fact that Russia consistently ranked 2nd after the United States military in the ranking of the world’s military powers compiled by Global Firepower in 2013-2016.47 Russia’s military modernization has not been limited to conventional forces. While numbers of operational long-range nuclear missiles continued to decline on Putin’s watch as the military had to decommission ageing Soviet ICBMs, all legs of Russia’s strategic nuclear triad have received new weapons in the research period, reaffirming Russia’s status as a global nuclear superpower on par with the U.S. Moreover, the Russian Defense Ministry has not been making arms only for its national armed forces. Russia’s Rosoboronexport arms exports monopolist had a portfolio of outstanding orders of some $48 billion.48

			However, while Russia has gained against its Western competitors in military expenditures, the picture is more complicated when it comes to human capital. The size of the Russian population declined relative to that of the U.S., UK, Germany, France, and Italy in the research period. While Russia’s population equaled 52 percent of U.S. population in 1999, that percentage declined to 45 percent in 2015. The share of Russian nationals in the global population also declined by18 percent in the research period from 2.4 percent in 1999 to 2 percent in 2015, which constitutes a 16.7 percent decline. But neither did the U.S. do well in that period with its share of world population declining from 4.6 percent in 1999 to 4.4 percent in 2015. France’s, Germany’s, Britain’s and Italy’s shares in global population also declined in 1999-2015. In spite of the decline of its share in the global population, Russia’s population of more than 140 million ensures that this country still remains in the Top 10 most populated countries, which makes one wonder what data former Deputy U.S. Treasury Secretary Roger Altman relied upon when he proclaimed in February 2015 that Russia’s “population is small.”49 

			While declining relative to its competitors and the world as a whole, the Russian population has actually been increasing in absolute numbers since 2010. Russia managed to stop depopulation thanks to a variety of measures, including financially stimulating birth rates and improving health care.50 In fact, while Jeffrey Gedmin of Georgetown University proclaimed in late 2014 that “In Mr. Putin’s Russia, infant mortality is up and life expectancy is down,” quite the opposite was happening.51 Years 2005-2015 saw life expectancy in Russia grow and infant mortality decline.52 Another reason why Russia’s population has been growing since 2010 is that Russia has also continued to attract significant numbers of migrants. Contrary to U.S. President Barack Obama’s August 2014 observation that “immigrants aren’t rushing to Moscow,” the Russian capital is now home to over two million immigrants.53 Moreover, and the number of immigrants flowing into Russia grew every year in 2004-2014. When it comes to the number of immigrants living in countries, Russia shared second place with Germany, with about 12 million immigrants living in each country, according to a recent UN study.54 

			While size matters, so does quality when it comes to human capital. The skills of a country’s workers especially matters for its ability to project what Nye would describe as smart power. And, here, Russia has done somewhat better than the U.S., at least in the period 1999-2013, for which data on share of workers with tertiary education in countries’ labor forces is available in the World Bank’s database. The percentage of Russian workers with tertiary education grew from 54 percent in 1999 to 56 percent in 2013, which was higher than those of not only in the U.S., but also in the UK, France, Germany and Italy. At the same time, the percentage of U.S. workers with college or higher degrees declined to from 34 percent in 1999 to 33 percent to 2013. At the same time the skills of the average Russian worker have increased relative to the United States. Overall, Russia continuously boasts the highest share of workers with college degrees among the six nations compared in this article in 1999-2012. However, while there has been a nominal increase in the share of highly educated workers in Russia, doubts lingered about the quality of their education. In fact, the quality is sometimes substandard as there are few Russian entries in renowned rankings of the world’s best universities. Russian workers still know, however, how to develop and manufacture some of the world’s most sophisticated products. The skills remain formidable, as evidenced by the following facts: the world’s largest nuclear icebreaker is now being built in Russia and U.S. astronauts currently get to and from the International Space Station on Russian-made spacecraft; Russian engines and Russian nuclear fuel still power U.S. rockets which launch U.S. government payloads and power U.S. interplanetary probes, and one of the sharpest images of the Earth was made by a Russian satellite.55

			Application of the GDP single-variable method of measuring national power above shows that Russia’s power has increased relative to all of its competitors and relative to the world as a whole. Measurements of other variables, which do not constitute single-variable methods, but which I need to measure as part of multi-variable approaches, indicate Russia has gained on its Western competitors and the world as a whole when it comes to military expenditures, but declined demographically. At the same time, while the size of its human capital has declined, the quality has improved, as the measurements of these variables indicate. Would the answer to the question of whether Russia’s declining be more definitive if were to apply to multi-variable approaches toward the measurement of nations’ powers? We will find that out by taking Steps 2, 3 and 4.

			Step 2. Composite Index of National Power: Russia Has Risen

			Application of the formula, which has been designed for calculating the aforementioned Composite Index of Smart National Power (CISNP), reveals that Russia’s power grew by 8.29 percent in 2014 compared to 1999 while the power of U.S., UK, France, Germany, Italy declined by 13.79 percent, 32.26 percent, 33.24 percent, 40.37 percent and 41.11 percent respectively. I attribute these dynamics to the fact that the Russian economy grew at a faster rate than some of its competitors for several years as well as to the fact that Russia’s defense expenditures increased at a faster rate than that of its competitors, some of which actually slashed their defense expenditures. If we were to calculate the Composite Index of Traditional National Power to capture the additional year of 2015, excluding the measurement of the number of patents filed by residents because data is not available for that year in the World Bank’s data base, then the combination of economic growth and military expenditures growth would give Russia an even clearer lead. CITNP shows Russia’s power 12.5 percent greater in 2015 than in 1999. At the same time, the power of the U.S., Britain, France, Germany and Italy decreased by 12.74 percent; 21.44 percent; 32.41 percent; 33.47 percent; and 43.34 percent respectively in that period. Measurements with use of GDP in constant 2005 dollars rather than in PPP in constant 2011 international dollars show that Russia’s power has grown relative to its competitors. If calculated that way, Russia’s power was 10.92 percent greater in 2015 than in 1999, while the power of the U.S., Britain, France, Germany and Italy decreased by 3.38 percent; 16.89 percent; 0.49 percent; 33.06 percent; and 39.70 percent respectively in that period. Given that Chin-Lung’s original formula, on which both CISNP and CITNP are based, assigns greater proportional weight to such traditional strengths of 21st century Russia as the size of its territory and generous financing of defense, we can expect that calculations using that original formula would reveal that Russia did even better vis-à-vis its competitors in 1999-2015.

			Step 3. Revised Geometric Index of National Capabilities: Russia Has Risen

			The calculation of the Traditional Geometric Index of National Capabilities, which measures steel production and the numerical strength of nations’ military personnel, shows Russia’s power rose by 6.53 percent in 1999-2014, while the power of U.S., Britain, France, Germany and Italy declined 13.14 percent, 24.42 percent, 24.23 percent, 29.92 percent and 27.29 percent respectively in 2014 when compared to 1999. The growth in the economic output and military expenditures accounted for Russia’s rise relative to its competitors. The application of the revised GICN formula, which, in contrast to the traditional GICN, does not include measurement of the numerical strength of countries’ military personnel and which we have called Revised Geometric Index of National Capabilities with Steel (RGINCS), would show that Russia’s national capabilities increased by 7.86 percent in 2014 compared to 1999 while the capabilities of the U.S., UK, France, Germany and Italy declined by 14.84 percent; 36.92 percent; 26.15 percent; 29.30 percent and 26.87 percent respectively. If we were to replace the steel production variable with the value added manufacturing variable to calculate RGINCVAM (Revised Geometric Index of National Capabilities with Value Added Manufacturing56), then that would show Russia rose by 20.63 percent in 1999-2014 while the U.S., UK, France, Germany and Italy declined by 1.43 percent, 15.64 percent, 13.96 percent, 21.70 percent, and 23.65 percent respectively.

			Step 4. Revised Index of Perceived Power of Nations (RIPPN): Russia Has Risen 

			Calculation of the RIPPN reveals that Russia’s national power was 30 percent greater in 2015 than it was in 1999, while the national power of the United States increased by 26 percent and Germany’s national power increased by 8 percent in that period. In contrast, Britain’s national power declined by 23 percent while France’s national power and Italy’s national power declined by 12 percent and 4 percent respectively. The analysis of the changes in the variables employed to calculate RIPPN reveals that the increase in the strategic purpose and national will of 21st century Russia, as perceived by the majority of the surveyed experts, has made a significant contribution to Russia’s rise in the Revised Index of Perceived Power of Nations. Such a surge could be attributed to Vladimir Putin’s effort to strengthen the Russian state after his ascent to power in Russia even though some of the surveyed experts expressed the view that these efforts yielded uneven results. As one of the respondents, Professor Jeanne Wilson of Wheaton College noted, “I would think that the Putin government has seen a decline of sorts of strategic purpose over the last few years… but there can be no doubt that Putin elevated a sense of strategic purpose in Russia far beyond that of the [Boris] Yelsin era.” “Russian national will seems to have been a focus of the Putin Kremlin and presumably is stronger,” added Professor Wilson, who has researched Russia for decades. Wilson point was echoed by Alexandra Vacroux of the Harvard University’s Davis Center. “Yeltsin was not particularly focused on a coherent international strategy in the 1990s and the national state was too weak to contemplate a national strategic purpose; under Putin much more emphasis has been placed on identifying a “national idea” and “national values,” including in the international sphere,” Vacroux wrote in her June 2016 response to the survey’s questions.

			Conclusion

			This article has employed four methods, which have been proposed by Western and Asian scholars for measuring countries’ power in the 21st century. Using 1999 as the baseline, this study examined one single-variable method and three multi-variable methods. I have modified some of these methods to reflect changes in the 21st century global economy, where knowledge and services have been gaining greater value relative to traditional extraction of natural resources and manufacturing, as well as to reflect professionalization of the armed forces. The single-variable approach employed in this study (GDP method) indicates that 21st century Russia has risen against the U.S., UK, France, Germany, and Italy as well as against the world. All the variations of the three main multi-variable approaches, which I have employed in this study and which I believe to have greater validity than the single-variable approach because they take stock of multiple factors of national dynamics, indicate that Russia’s national power has risen in the 21st century, if the year 1999 is taken as a baseline. Although this growth has not been uninterrupted, Russia’s national power has always remained significantly above the baseline. As important, all three multi-variable methods also demonstrate that Russia has gained on all of its competitors in the research period and two of these three methods, which are based on calculations of ratios of a country’s performance to the world’s performance, also show Russia rising when compared to the world as a whole. At the very least, this outcome does not allow me to reject the null hypothesis, which is that Russia has either risen or retained its positions relative to its five Western competitors and the world as a whole so far in the 21st century. Therefore, the numerous claims of Russia’s decline, stagnation, or rise would equally benefit from clarification of how makers of such claims define these as well as how, when and relative to what they measure these trends.

			Looking forward and beyond the scope of this study, I believe Russia is facing a number of formidable long-term challenges, including its obsolete and inefficient economic model, poor quality of governance, pervasive corruption, fragility of demographic improvements, instability in neighboring countries and separatist threats to Russia itself. It is not clear whether the Russian elites and people will allow these challenges to acquire such an acute character that they may lead to a definitive decline of the country in the 21st century. One thing is certain, however: Russia’s resources and military might all ensure this country remains a global player that will continue to affect the Western world and the global order as a whole in profound ways for years to come and should be treated accordingly.
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