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    Abstract: This article draws on the experience of several post-communist countries of Europe and Eurasia to present a concise and clearly defined conceptual model for understanding democratic systems and how they function and change. The “nest” model emphasizes the complex interdependence among five core institutional spheres of democratic systems (political competition, civil society, information/media, rule of law, and good governance). The article outlines and analyzes the specific interactions and interdependent relationships among those institutional spheres. Key implications of the model are that democracy promotion efforts should focus on 1) building the different institutional spheres in a multi-pronged and roughly simultaneous manner and 2) strengthening the constructive interactions between those institutional spheres. The nest model calls into question “targeting” and “sequencing” approaches to democratization.


    Scholars and practitioners of democratization have long debated what is necessary to build, support and sustain democratic systems.1 Time and again they have asked: What is necessary for democracy to come about? What makes democracy work? What leads to democratic decline? Even with the growing number of studies on democracy since the “third wave,” and more recently the “color revolutions” in Europe and Eurasia, this literature has yet to adequately define and analyze the interrelationships between the elements or arenas of democratic systems. That is, in trying to understand how democracy works, our structural analysis of democratic systems has been incomplete.


    Much has been written on the interaction of democratic institutions in their limiting or constraining sense – on how democratic institutions “check and balance” one another. Perhaps because the constitutional and legal restraints and limits on political power in democratic institutional arrangements seem to capture so much of the essence of democracy, the focus has been predominantly on the “push and pull” nature of these institutional relationships. Discussions from The Federalist Papers to more recent debates on “constitutional engineering”2 for new democracies have focused on these aspects of separating, limiting, and balancing power among democratic institutions.


    Far less attention has been devoted to how spheres, elements and institutions of democracy specifically rely on, reinforce, and interact with one another. Although constraining political power – particularly executive branch authority – has been a predominant concern in attempting to craft democracies, strengthening fledgling democratic institutions and the interactions between them appears to be an important way to build democracy or help overcome authoritarianism. A more coherent and systematic understanding of these relationships would be valuable to those attempting to encourage democratic development in the former communist countries of Europe and Eurasia and beyond.


    Conceiving Democracy between Clouds and Clocks


    Much of what has been written on the relational structure of democratic systems has been relatively nebulous – often not much more than a list or set of “dimensions,” “conditions,” “pillars,” or “arenas” of democracy. Perhaps most notably, Linz and Stepan write about the necessity of five broad interconnected arenas of civil society, political society, the rule of law, a state bureaucracy, and an economic society.3 Many other conceptions of democracy tend to be requisites-based – focused on the achievement of certain standards of institutions, rights and norms in particular spheres. Perhaps the most noted example of a requisites/standards approach is Robert Dahl’s classic Polyarchy, which posits that polyarchies (or real world democracies) possess certain levels of contestation and inclusion.4 Dahl’s more recent work on “polyarchical democracies” posits six sets of democratic institutions5, but even these conceptions are essentially static, and tell us little about how democracies change. Schmitter and Karl have also made notable contributions to defining democracy,6 but like Dahl, their conceptions are requisites-based, do little to assess interrelations between democracy’s elements, and do not substantially address how democracies change. Larry Diamond also provides a requisites-based approach7, but he also comments that defining democracy is like interpreting a religious text and is skeptical about single, specific conceptions.8 Levitsky and Way also adopt a requisites-based approach, pointing to four, and more recently, five minimum criteria.9 Charles Tilly, in contrast, does provide an analysis that accounts for change in democracies. But, rather than focus on the institutional architecture of democracy, he points to broad social building blocks, such as interpersonal trust networks, reduced economic and social inequality, and the weakening of centers of coercive power, which are necessary for democratic consolidation.10


    When it comes to the development of democratic systems, we understand that generally “good things go together.” That is, there has been a clear understanding that certain elements (electoral competition, rule of law, civil society, independent media, etc.) are necessary and that there is important interaction and interdependence among them. Empirically, there also tends to be a high level of correlation in the institutional development and the extent of freedom among these elements or arenas. For example, more often than not, countries with weak civil societies and highly restricted media sectors often also suffer weak party systems, less than free and fair electoral processes, and poor governance. The annual surveys conducted by Freedom House, which measure progress in the sub-sectors of democratic systems, demonstrate this correlation, with sub-scores for democracy in a given country tending to track together rather closely.11


    Although democratic systems cannot be likened to clocks in their structural features and the predictability of their workings and outcomes, neither should we be satisfied to think of them largely as clouds.12 Unfortunately, there has been insufficient unified analysis of how these elements, pillars or spheres work together with one another in supporting democratic processes, norms, behaviors, and culture. A major part of the challenge is the complexity of democratic systems themselves. As Diamond and Morlino point out, “The linkages among the different elements of democracy are so densely interactive and overlapping that it is sometimes difficult to know where one dimension ends and another begins.”13 Wolfgang Merkel’s concept of “embedded democracy” does present an overall framework of several interconnected “partial regimes,”14 but his model focuses more on defining these spheres as requisites of democracy than on studying their interaction in detail.


    Conceived from an institutional perspective, democracies are systems built of complex networks of interdependent and interacting processes, patterns of behavior, rules, and organizational capacities. Thus, understanding democracies requires an understanding not only of their component parts, but also of their interactions. Acceptance of this premise calls for a more detailed structural and systems analysis of democracies. In contrast to more theoretical, constitutional or strictly procedural conceptions of democracy, this article focuses on the capacity and character of institutions and their interaction as the defining elements that make democracy work.


    This article will begin to map out and analyze these reinforcing interactions and dynamics among the institutional spheres of democratic systems. It draws on brief illustrative examples from several countries of the former communist world from Eastern Europe to Eurasia, which find themselves somewhere between dictatorship and democracy. This mapping of interdependent and interacting spheres reveals a “nest” structure that, taken together, serves as the cradle of emerging democracies and the framework and support structure of established democracies.


    The article will present a unified outline of the specific inter-institutional links and bonds that make democracy possible and allow it to emerge and endure. As such, this analysis will seek to deepen our understanding of democratic systems and how they change. The article also offers a more explicit and compelling case for the interdependence of democratic institutions. In making that argument on interdependence, it also weighs in on debates concerning the sequencing and prioritizing of certain elements or spheres in promoting democracy.15 In addition, the article’s institutional focus – its analysis of the interaction of specific organizations, procedures, and norms of behavior – renders specific implications and usable propositions for democracy promotion.


    The Democracy “Nest”


    Structurally, it is useful to conceive of democracy as a nest – a ringed cluster of mutually reinforcing strands and bonds. Democratic systems consist of networks of interwoven and mutually reinforcing relationships between key institutional spheres. This article posits five institutional spheres: political competition, civil society, information/media, rule of law, and “good governance,” as “core” institutional spheres. In contrast to Linz and Stepan, this article emphasizes the importance of the information sphere, and puts comparatively less focus on the economic sphere. This article also places greater emphasis on the institutions of political competition, as opposed to the more general construct of “political society.” More importantly, while Linz and Stepan write more generally of “societies” and “conditions” as the building blocks of democracy, this article seeks to more specifically and systematically identify how the institutions of these spheres can develop and interact in mutually supportive ways that promote democratic consolidation.


    The variations in structure and processes among consolidated liberal democracies suggest that democratic spheres have developed in different ways historically and interact with one another differently in different country contexts.16 For example, civil society may play a more prominent role in interacting with the government, such as in the United States, than in other consolidated democracies, such as in many countries of Western Europe. Any attempt to map and analyze these relationships should recognize that diversity and account for variation in institutions and their interactions. That is, as Schmitter and Karl have pointed out,17 there is no single, precise “blueprint” for the components and interactions in all democratic systems.


    Of course, other institutional spheres are important supporting components of democratic systems as well. Most notably, the economic sphere plays a key enabling and supporting role in democratic systems,18 but because the model presented here focuses on the political and social institutional building blocks of democracy, it does not include a detailed analysis of the interactions with the economic sphere. Clearly, each of the core institutional spheres listed above relies on a degree of economic pluralism and supporting institutions. Economic pluralism allows political parties, candidates, NGOs, and media outlets to raise the financial resources they need to function. Economic diversity and distribution of wealth should be expected to strengthen political competition, provide fewer opportunities for corruption, and create greater possibilities for judicial independence. Conversely, economic pluralism is more likely when a broad range of private sector entities can rely on political and social institutions of a free media, advocacy groups, political parties, the courts, and accountable public administration in defending and promoting their interests. The importance of economic factors is also demonstrated by cases in which economic crises undermine the capacities of key democratic institutions, from media outlets to non-governmental organizations and political parties, which can contribute to the collapse of democratic political systems. Even with its highly important supporting role, the economic sphere’s central focus on resources and its distinct underlying motivations (scarcity and wealth) render it, for the purposes of this article, sufficiently different to place it aside from the five, core political and social spheres listed above. Analysis of how the economic institutional sphere affects these political and social spheres is also complex enough to demand separate, more detailed treatment.


    Even with the variations in systems and the challenges for dividing core from non-core spheres, there is a rough, fundamental, “architecture” to the interactions between the various institutional spheres of democracy. As with nests, there is no single rigid, specific design, yet the overall form of a ringed cluster of interwoven and mutually supporting bonds and strands recurs. Democratic systems exhibit three nest-like structural characteristics:


    



    


    Mutual Reinforcement/Complex Interdependence: As with a nest, structural integrity depends on mutually reinforcing and interdependent bonds. The weaker, more misaligned or brittle those relationships become, or the less robust each sphere becomes, the weaker the democracy, and the more likely it is to unravel or collapse. The nest model not only captures the multi-component nature of democratic systems; it also emphasizes interaction and complex interdependence among those components.


    Such a conception recognizes that democracy cannot “survive on elections alone.” It addresses the “fallacy of electoralism”19 or other lower quality forms of democracy, such as “delegative democracy”20 by pointing to the importance of multiple democratic spheres and emphasizing that integrity in the sphere of political competition (or any other sphere) depends on the capacity of other spheres. It emphasizes that the integrity of elections depends on an open media environment, the rule of law, good governance through electoral administration, and an active society to deliberate, participate in, and oversee the process. It is the very interdependence of democracy’s institutional sectors that has prompted some observers to focus disproportionately on a single sphere, such as political competition or civil society.21 Because the integrity of each sphere is built on the foundations of others, each sphere can appear to some observers to be democracy’s central institutional requisite.


    



    


    Critical Mass: As with a nest, structural integrity depends on a critical mass of mutually reinforcing bonds. The greater the number and strength of those strands across the various component “nodes” or spheres, the stronger the democracy. Thus the extent of interaction between spheres is crucial for its strength and vitality. If reinforcing bonds or interactions between emergent democratic institutions are too few, the system itself will be unstable and or fragile.


    



    


    Balance: Finally, implicit in the nest concept is a degree of overall balance within the cluster. Without relatively comparable levels of strength in the bonds across the cluster, a nest will be more unstable and more likely to unravel. With strong institutions and meaningful interactions between those institutions in only certain spheres of democracy in a political system, a democracy will also likely be unstable, underperforming, and vulnerable to collapse. Balance is particularly important across the divide between those institutional spheres dominated by state actors and those dominated by societal actors. If societal institutions and their connections to governmental ones become too weak, then autocracy may result. If state institutions and their connections to societal ones become too weak, then a “captured” state, kleptocracy, or ongoing political instability may result. This is not to argue that all institutional spheres must be equally developed. If an institutional sphere is weak, a combination of other more functional spheres may be enough to sustain an essentially democratic system. For example, Thomas Carothers has argued that the rule of law is often considerably flawed even in many established democracies.22


    The nest model is not only useful for conceiving how democracy works; it is also useful for understanding equilibrium and change in democratic systems – consolidation, degradation and renewal. It offers a more clearly defined institutional basis of equilibrium in democracies, proposing that the path to democratic strengthening and consolidation comes through building and reinforcing sets of relationships between democracy’s institutional spheres. The model also suggests that the path to democratic consolidation is a more complex, longer-term process than an elections-focused, revolution-oriented conventional wisdom often holds. It helps explain why certain changes to individual democratic institutions can, in combination with other changes or existing weaknesses in other spheres, seriously weaken a democracy. It explains how countries without a critical mass of functioning and interacting democratic institutions may become “stuck” in authoritarian institutional patterns. Conversely, the nest model explains how well-established democracies may be unexpectedly resilient, even in the face of grave crises in certain institutional spheres. An analysis of the interactions between the institutional spheres may also yield a more accurate picture of seemingly latent democratic potential or vulnerability in certain country contexts. Application of the model may provide a better understanding of whether a “democratic revolution” is likely to lead to consolidated democracy relatively quickly or if the “revolution” is merely a notable early episode on a much longer road of democratic development.


    



    


    Figure 1. The Democracy “Nest”
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    Mapping the Nest Model


    A democratic system can be presented as an interwoven cluster of five institutional spheres. (See Figure 1.) Mutually supportive and interdependent relationships between these spheres are the crucial elements that hold democracies together. The institutional spheres of political competition, civil society, information and media, “good” governance,23 and rule of law all support and receive support from each other in a consolidated democracy. The potential for stable democratic development of any one sphere is largely dependent on the conditions and level of development in other spheres. It is worth emphasizing that the argument is not that the relationships between spheres are always and unequivocally mutually reinforcing. This is not the case even in well-consolidated, mature democracies. Democracy’s institutional spheres can be, and often are, in tension with or in opposition to each other. Instead, the argument is that stable and functional democratic systems are ones in which the relationships between the spheres are predominantly reinforcing. Democracies become stable and well-functioning when their institutional spheres develop in such a way that they build on the reinforcing potential of other spheres.


    It should be noted that the model presented here is purposefully simplified and its explication abbreviated for purposes of clarity and brevity. The relationships and interaction between the spheres are also more complex and varied than presented here, and links between two spheres often involve a third, fourth or fifth sphere. For example, civil society’s support for political competition often relies on independent media. Because the divisions between institutional spheres are “blurry” and overlapping (for example, the sphere of political competition includes political parties, which have one leg in civil society and often the other in government), the spheres are represented with dotted lines.


    What Holds the Democracy Nest Together?


    A detailed explanation of how and why the key institutional spheres of democratic systems are mutually reinforcing and highly interdependent lies in the sphere-by-sphere analysis and illustrative examples from post-communist Europe and Eurasia provided in the sections below. More generally, however, that interdependence has its roots in the character of each sphere and the broader role that it plays in a democratic system. Central and defining characteristics of each institutional sphere of democracy are simultaneously important to the development of each of the other institutional spheres. Contestation, which is central to fair and sustainable political competition; pluralism of interests, which is central to civil society; openness and communication, which are central to the information sphere; an impartial rights-based approach to administering justice, central to the rule of law; and accountability, which is central to good governance; all these conditions are important for the development of each of the other institutional spheres and to a democracy overall. For example, democratic, sustainable political competition is built on a pluralism of interests, in the presence of openness of information, with the recognition of rights and law, and governance willing to be held accountable to citizens. It is the combination of these characteristics and their corresponding institutional spheres, which are core elements of enduring and well-functioning democracies. (See Figure 2.)


    



    


    


    


    Figure 2: Mutually Reinforcing Characteristics of Democracy’s Institutional Spheres
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    Because of the mutually reinforcing and interdependent nature of democracy’s institutional spheres, the actors and institutions of each sphere support other institutional spheres more out of necessity, affinity, and self-interest than any altruistic motives. For example, political parties more often engage with NGOs, reach out to mass media, work through the courts, and interact with government predominantly in pursuit of their own goals, rather than a sense of generosity or responsibility for other institutions. Similarly, an NGO may engage with political parties or government officials, not necessarily because it sympathizes with them, but in pursuit of its own interests and causes.


    Research on democratic breakthroughs and the “color revolutions” of Europe and Eurasia points to the importance of mutual reinforcement and interaction among multiple institutional spheres for promoting democratic change. In assessing breakthroughs in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine, Michael McFaul points to a combination of seven factors or conditions, which largely overlap with the institutional sectors presented above.24 Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik emphasize the importance of an “electoral model” of democratic change, which is based on a bundle of approaches and techniques which engage actors from the spheres of political, civil society, and media.25 In analyzing the determinants of the Rose Revolution in Georgia, Cory Welt focuses on the combined actions of civil society, political parties, independent media, and government restraint – and weakness.26 Writing on Moldova’s “Twitter Revolution,” Mungui-Pippidi and Munteanu also point to the importance of the informational sphere, civil society, and political competition as key factors for democratic change.27 In an edited volume on several democratic breakthroughs, Forbrig and Demeš point to civil society, independent media, political parties and relatively weak governance as key factors leading to democratic change.28 Writing on a broad range of the color revolutions, Kalandadze and Orenstein argue against democratization strategies with a “single-minded” focus on elections, and advocate a broader approach, which also addresses other underlying issues, including party development and the rule of law.29 While time has shown the “color revolutions” to be only eventful “first chapters” in longer, more complex stories of democratization, these breakthroughs still demonstrate the power of interactions between institutional spheres in generating meaningful changes towards democracy.


    The sections that follow briefly identify and discuss the specific bonds between institutional spheres, drawing on the former communist countries of Eastern Europe and Eurasia for illustrative examples. For each sphere, the subsections briefly outline how that sphere depends upon and is strengthened by the other institutional spheres.


    Fair and Sustainable Political Competition


    Political competition, including both its process (elections) and its players (parties and candidates), is arguably the most prominent requisite of democracy. The potential for the institutional development of sustainable political competition in a country is highly dependent on the extent to which other “spheres” of democracy are established, or at least taking root. The development of electoral processes and institutions, political parties, and pluralistic party systems is strongly dependent on the broader institutional environment for democracy. Although a basic balance of power between political forces may be sufficient to enable real political competition and even transition for a period of time, the possibility for fair competition may collapse as the relative strength of political actors shifts. While Henry Hale persuasively writes about the importance of the balance of power between competing patron/client networks in Ukraine as a key factor supporting democracy in that country,30 the rapid consolidation of power by the executive in Ukraine since spring 2010 demonstrates the fragility of that balance of power and its limitations as a basis for sustainable political competition.


    



    


    Political competition relies on an active, engaged and independent civil society as a source of participants, ideas, information and legitimacy. Because political parties should serve as mediating institutions between state and society, they work more effectively when they interact with associations, NGOs, and groups that are actively engaged on issues of public concern. Political parties draw on ideas, information, demands and preferences from these societal groups. For example, in Albania in 2005, the Democratic Party drew upon themes and ideas of NGOs like the anti-corruption group Mjaft! in devising its own anti-corruption program. NGOs can lend broader legitimacy and authority to causes pursued by political parties and candidates, especially with regard to specific policy issues on which the NGOs focus. An important example is election watchdog NGOs, from GONG in Croatia to ISFED in Georgia to Golos in Russia that have helped parties and candidates defend the integrity of electoral processes. NGOs are also a source of civicly active people – volunteers and supporters of political parties and candidates. As such, civil society organizations help parties to mobilize support and create broader coalitions. For example, civic groups, such as Otpor, Kmara, and Pora, each figured prominently in mass demonstrations in democratic breakthroughs in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine, respectively.31 Freedom House has argued that transitions from authoritarianism with the support of civil society are the most likely to succeed.32


    Interaction between civil society and political parties varies significantly across contexts and over time. The intensity of interaction may be greater in an authoritarian context or periods of political crisis. Civil society activity may not always be supportive of political parties or even significantly engaged in political competition.33 When it is, however, political parties – and the democracy overall – generally will be the stronger for it.


    


    



    Genuine political competition depends on a free and open information environment and independent media outlets to enable the exchange of ideas and debate. A free and open information sphere allows political competitors to access ideas, facts, and arguments that are crucial for framing their demands and programs and for winning public support. Second, political competitors rely on independent media to deliver their messages to citizens and engage in public debate with opposing political contenders. Political parties and candidates also depend on the media sphere as a means to air complaints about unfair electoral processes to the broader public. For example, independent television stations from B-92 in Serbia, to Rustavi-2 in Georgia, to Channel 5 in Ukraine, all played crucial roles in allowing a greater voice for the political opposition in advance of democratic breakthroughs in those countries. In Moldova in 2009 and Russia in 2011, the internet and virtual social networks appear to have played a significant role in engendering post-election protest and improving the electoral fortunes of pro-reform parties.34 Without a free information environment, some political competitors are left deeply disadvantaged – unable to adequately access or project information and ideas – and political competition is compromised as a result.


    


    



    Fair and sustainable political competition depends on a degree of accountable, democratic governance. The relationship between government and political competition is fundamental in a democratic system, as governments can only obtain and renew their legitimacy through electoral competition. Authentic democratic political competition only occurs when those in control of government submit to that competition, and administer and regulate political competition fairly. Government can ensure well-run, open, free and fair elections; encourage wide and active participation in elections; and establish an enabling environment for political parties and candidates and regulates their competition. When central election commissions effectively carry out this role, they can be crucial players making possible the peaceful and constitutional transfer of power in fragile democracies, as in Albania in July 2005,35 Moldova in July 200936 and Georgia in October 2012.37 The OSCE/ODIHR assesses the performance of OSCE member governments in carrying out these roles and responsibilities with regard to political competition.38


    Government is not only the administrator and regulator or political competition; it is itself the stage on which political competition occurs. In parliaments, executives, and judiciaries, government is the playing field of political competition. If that institutional field is itself unbalanced or structurally weak, political competition will be undermined. Competitive multiparty systems develop and thrive in legislatures that serve as counterbalances to executive authority and have meaningful legislative function. Focusing on post-communist countries of Europe and Eurasia, Steven Fish demonstrates the importance of legislative strength for political party development and democracy overall.39 In contrast, weak parliaments tend to make for weak political parties.40


    


    



    Fair and sustainable political competition requires adherence to the rule of law. As with any contest, the integrity of political competition and acceptance of the outcome rely upon the fair and even-handed adjudication of a set of pre-determined rules. Political parties depend on the rule of law in order to exist as legal entities, to operate without undue state interference, and to compete for political power. Political parties and candidates also rely on independent judiciaries in order to defend their rights in court. Free and fair electoral processes also require independent judicial institutions to address the fairness of election legislation and of election-related disputes. For example, Viktor Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine party was able to force a “third round” in the presidential election in 2004 through a decision of a Supreme Court, which was willing to show independence from the executive. Although an uneasy form of political competition can exist as long as there is a relative balance of power between political forces,41 such parity of political strength often does not exist. Even when it does, without the adherence to the rule of law, political competition may not be fair and will rest on precarious foundations.



    An Active, Publicly Oriented Civil Society


    Although some civic organizations see themselves as set apart from “politics,” civic organizations are substantially dependent on democracy’s other institutional spheres in order to carry out their work. Admittedly, civil society exists in a qualitatively different sphere than that of politics and government. Key relationships and interactions are associational and “horizontal” (peer to peer, group to group), while the dynamics of relationships in politics and governance are more characterized by power, and key relationships are more “vertical” (addressing authority, hierarchy and subordination). While distinct from purely “political” spheres, civil society is not insulated from them, and it thrives only under certain institutional conditions, which political and governmental spheres provide or allow.


    


    



    An active, publicly-oriented, independent civil society relies on good governance, or at least benign neglect from government, to create the conditions and opportunities necessary to carry out its work. Open, responsive, accountable governance allows and even embraces a meaningful role for civil society. Civil society relies on government to:


    


    
      	• Create an enabling environment for civil society organizations (CSOs) – or at least to refrain from creating a hostile environment. Governments can make laws that encourage associations to emerge, proliferate, and thrive. In particular, governments can fund, subsidize, or provide tax breaks to CSOs and promote private philanthropy.42


      	• Make information available to society on public policy and government performance.


      	• Provide forums for debate and deliberation, such as open policy hearings, meetings with constituents, and public comment periods on legislation.

    


    


    Without governance that allows for an independent and substantive public role for civil society, civic organizations will likely be marginalized from public affairs, crippled, or co-opted.43 A state that overly regulates or restricts NGOs or independent civic activity will inhibit the development of the civic sector. For example, new, more demanding and restrictive NGO laws in Kazakhstan (2005), Russia (2006), and Azerbaijan (2009) raised concerns among civic organizations about government monitoring and interference. In contrast, Kyrgyzstan’s 2010 constitution stipulates that government create “conditions for the representation of various social groups in the organs of state and local government including on the level of decision-making.”44 In Georgia since the Rose Revolution, the government has often engaged in real – although not always balanced – dialogue and debate with civic watchdog organizations (such as the International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy [ISFED], New Generation-New Initiative [NGNI], Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association [GYLA], and Transparency International).45


    


    



    The long-term development of an autonomous civil society benefits from political competition and political pluralism because they provide crucial options and opportunities for civic organizations to pursue their goals. Political competition can provide alternative sites for advocacy aside from government channels, such as engagement with opposition factions within legislatures. Political pluralism also provides opportunities for cooperation, and engagement with opposition parties, which may or may not be represented in the legislature. More broadly, the environment for civil society is more free, open, and diverse in the context of competitive politics. In authoritarian settings, civil society is more likely to be monitored, restricted, and limited in its activity.46 The “ground rules” and freedoms necessary for political pluralism also support societal pluralism. If political parties can be conceived of as a particular kind of non-governmental organization with more ambitious goals and activities (i.e., to govern), then it is likely that parties will vigorously defend the basic rights and conditions required by non-governmental organizations more broadly. This overlap in necessary freedoms often strengthens alliances between NGOs and political parties when those freedoms are threatened, as in post election protests in Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004),47 and Belarus (2006).


    


    



    A publicly oriented civil society relies on a relatively open and free informational sphere, in which there is a pluralism of views and perspectives. Alexis de Tocqueville long ago noted the importance of mass media for associational life, writing, “…hardly any democratic association can carry on without a newspaper.”48 The capacity of civic organizations depends to an extent on opportunities for access to mass media, and the ability to receive information freely from a diversity of sources. Independent media provide reliable news and information to society as a basis for debate and deliberation on matters of public concern. Independent media also provide civic organizations with a means to communicate with the public. The information sphere is the means through which advocacy, education, and watchdog functions can be carried out. Without access to a plurality of ideas and information sources, civic organizations have a diminished basis on which to formulate and adjust their own ideas and demands. Without the ability to communicate their ideas broadly, civic groups have a diminished ability to engage in dialogue with or influence their fellow citizens and the state. In those post-communist countries, where civil society has been most active and played a major role in democratic breakthroughs, prominent independent media outlets have often been key informational resources, such as B-92 in Serbia in 2000, Rustavi-2 in Georgia in 2003, and Channel 5 in Ukraine in 2004. In Moldova in 2009, and more recently in the “Arab Spring,” “new media” platforms like Twitter have played a significant role in facilitating societal organization.


    


    



    Civil society depends on the rule of law to provide a set of stable, predictable ground rules concerning the rights and responsibilities of associations and their interaction with the state. The rule of law sphere allows civic organizations to pursue and defend their interests through the courts. This includes civic organizations’ ability to pursue their agendas through court-based constitutional challenges to current laws. It also includes the legal defense of specific NGO activity, such as public protests, which law enforcement organs may seek to restrict. For example, in Kazakhstan, after a coalition of 200 NGOs organized against a restrictive NGO law in 2005, the country’s Constitutional Court ultimately ruled the law unconstitutional.49 Without an independent, capable rule of law sector, civic organizations deemed “undesirable” by the state can be deprived of their rights, harassed or shut down without due process, which can inhibit independent societal activity more broadly. A weak or ineffective judicial sector also closes off opportunities for civic organizations to redress grievances or to try to change laws that restrict their freedom.


    Conversely, the rule of law sphere also prevents non-governmental groups from exercising undue influence over the governmental sphere.50 Effective rule of law helps prevent “special interests,” cartels, oligarchs, or organized criminal groups from using illegal means to influence or even “capture” government.


    A Free, Open, and Diverse Information/Media Sphere


    The informational and media sphere is sometimes conceived of as part of civil society,51 but its crucial role in the workings of a democracy warrants its consideration as an analytically distinct sphere in the democracy nest. Key processes of democracy, such as dialogue, debate, and deliberation, all require access to information and its free exchange.52 The informational and media sphere is also central in determining the scope and context of social discord, which democracies seek to manage.53 While a free, open, and diverse informational sphere is generally acknowledged as crucial to other institutional spheres of democracy, this sphere depends on the other spheres as well.


    


    



    An open and diverse information/media sector relies on civil society, one of its main beneficiaries, to be also one of its primary protectors and sources. Because civil society relies on the free flow of information to pursue its own goals, it has a strong interest in protecting media freedom. Media outlets are themselves part of civil society. Associations of journalists, media professionals, and owners all straddle both spheres. These groups of citizens not only provide information to society; through these associations, they also work to defend their professions and their property. NGOs or journalists’ associations may monitor media freedom and the diversity, balance, objectivity, and professionalism of the mass media. Journalists’ associations from the Association of Independent Electronic Media (ANEM) in Serbia to the Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ) to the Independent Association of Broadcasters (IAB) in Ukraine play a crucial role in monitoring the enabling environment for media freedom. Civil society organizations can also defend or prevent the closure of media outlets by protesting in their favor. For example, in Georgia in 2001, NGOs led by the think tank Liberty Institute prominently protested raids on Rustavi-2.54 A more diverse and active civil society also provides the multiple perspectives, opinions, and ideas that enrich media content. Lacking a diverse, active and engaged civil society, the informational sphere loses a key defender of its freedom, diversity, and balance – and the base upon which a pluralistic information environment is built.


    


    



    A free, open and diverse information sphere benefits from robust political competition and political pluralism to provide media outlets with dialogue, discourse, and varying perspectives on public life. That competition provides the media sphere with natural allies – in the form of political opposition – which help enable the public scrutiny and criticism of state authority. If democracy relies on a “marketplace of ideas,” then political competition generates those ideas for the media sphere to convey to citizens. Political pluralism and competition provide richer, more diverse content for media outlets and more compelling journalistic narratives. By maintaining the ability to communicate their views to society, parties and candidates promote and defend the interests of the media sector. Opposition parties and movements may work to defend media outlets and journalists that present alternative views to citizens. For example, in Russia, both liberal parties Yabloko and SPS rallied to protect the independent NTV in 2001.55 From a financial perspective, media outlets benefit from political communication and advertising. In this symbiotic relationship, political contestants gain the ability to convey their messages to society, and media outlets gain both informational content and advertising revenue.


    Without political pluralism and competition, the information sphere tends to reflect the views of the state and/or the ruling party and fall under their influence and control.


    


    



    The information/media sphere depends on democratic governance to enable or at least tolerate independent media’s efforts to publicize government activity in an open and balanced manner. This condition allows the public to make well-informed assessments of governmental performance. Democratic governance creates an enabling environment for the free flow of information and for media independence. Government licenses and regulates media for the public good. In doing so, it can promote or inhibit the diversity of media viewpoints. It can also limit media concentration among both state and private owners. Without a government that recognizes the value of media freedom and subjects itself to media scrutiny, the information environment is likely to be dominated by the state’s perspective and restricted in its content. For example, under President Kuchma in Ukraine, the presidential administration used a system of orders (or temnyki) to control how news was covered.56 In contrast, part of what made Russia’s media environment during most of the 90s, and Ukraine’s media sphere from 2005 to 2010, relatively free was a commitment to free expression and restraint on the parts of both the governments of presidents Yeltsin and Yushchenko.


    


    



    The information/media sphere relies on the rule of law to define and to uphold the basic freedoms of speech and press and to support the legal enabling environment for independent media. As with civil society, the rule of law sphere provides those in the information/media sector a basis for understanding their rights and responsibilities vis-a-vis the government and other actors. A strong and independent judiciary can be crucial for defending the independence of the media and its ability to obtain information from governments. Courts play important roles in defining what constitutes libel and slander in political contexts. A strong and independent judiciary can help rectify situations in which media becomes concentrated in the hands of a few or when media outlets violate regulations regarding balance of political coverage. Without the rule of law, and particularly an independent judiciary, journalists and independent media outlets lack recourse to defend against politicized or arbitrary government decisions to limit access to information, to harass or seek criminal charges against journalists, or even to close down or seize “unfriendly” media outlets. For example, the lack of an independent judiciary in Belarus left unchecked the politically motivated arrests of journalists and raids on independent media outlets as part of the post-election crackdown in late 2010 and 2011.57


    “Good” Governance


    Modes of governance that are “democratic” are representative, responsive, transparent, and accountable. While democratic governance should also be effective and competently deliver services and benefits to citizens, truly democratic, “good governance” is about more than “making the trains run on time.” Authoritarian governments have placed a priority on the value of effective governance, or “performance legitimacy,”58 at the expense of representation, responsiveness, transparency and accountability. The governments of Belarus and Uzbekistan are two such cases in the region. Democratic governance depends not only on counterbalancing branches of government to check the executive, but also on other institutional spheres to check, limit, and restrain executive branch power. The governance sphere also relies on democracy’s other institutional spheres to sustain meaningful connection between the state and society.


    


    



    Incentives for transparent, responsive, effective, and accountable governance are created and sustained by fair and sustained political competition. The prospect of real competition in the next election keeps those in government focused on being open and responsive to citizens’ demands and to “delivering” for their constituents. Political pluralism, competition, and the associated debate, often stimulate the emergence of new ideas, approaches, and initiatives for governance. Second, political competition through parties serves to structure political debate and aggregates accountability. Political parties also lend ideological and programmatic coherence to governance across state institutions. While the dynamics of political competition do sometimes result in negative outcomes, such as negative campaigning and illicit political finance, the alternatives to a system based on political competition, as Churchill famously pointed out, are worse. Lastly, robust, ongoing political competition tends to reduce corruption and predatory behavior by governments. While even consolidated democracies are not immune to serious corruption, they tend not to experience the profound and endemic corruption so often associated with authoritarian systems, where political competition is suppressed. Not surprisingly, authoritarian regimes in the former communist world tend to have higher levels of perceptions of corruption, while those with higher levels of competition show less corruption.59


    


    



    Good governance depends fundamentally on an independent and capable rule of law sector. Along with victory in free and fair elections, a civil order based on rules, laws and rights, rather than merely the interests of a particular ruling elite, is a crucial source of legitimacy for any government claiming to govern in the name of the people. Public administration, policy-making and enforcement of law that are effective, responsive, fair, and accountable rely upon the independent interpretation of the law and on the reason-giving adjudication of disputes. Understanding this linkage, Russia’s President Medvedev has railed against “legal nihilism” as an obstacle to improved governance.60 The rule of law is also crucial in restraining government power – preventing it from overreaching in the name of stability, order or effectiveness. The rule of law allows even the power of the state’s executive branch to yield to the individual citizen when the law is on the citizen’s side. Without due process and equal treatment under the law, governance is prone to corruption, oligarchy, or capture by predatory “clans.” In such contexts in some countries of the former Soviet Union, some executive branches have used the courts to jail opposition political party members or civic activists, endorse rigged or unfair elections – including referenda to abolish term limits, cripple, or close down undesirable NGOs and media outlets, and to seize the property of political or economic rivals.


    


    



    Civil society serves simultaneously as an important check on, and key resource for, responsive and accountable governance. Through their advocacy work, associations pressure governments to support certain policies and laws and for the responsive delivery of services. NGOs can serve as important partners in government, both in developing policy and in providing services at the local level. Civic organizations also frequently serve as “watchdogs” of governance, making effectiveness and accountability more likely. Without organized, ongoing civic involvement in the processes of governance, governments are likely to be less transparent, responsive, effective and accountable to citizens.61 Without society’s regular and substantive engagement with the state, governance operates on less stable foundations, as it suffers a poorer understanding of, or regard for, citizens’ preferences and demands. In Georgia (2003) and Kyrgyzstan (2005 and 2010), the combination of disaffected, active civic groups, and poorly performing, unresponsive and unaccountable governance, created unstable political situations, ripe for change.


    


    



    Good governance relies on a free and open information environment which subjects policies to broader public scrutiny and debate and allows for the emergence of new information and ideas. The continued use of the term “Fourth Estate” to describe a free press is a testament to the recognition of the importance of a free information sphere to good governance. The information sector serves as an arena for deliberation on government policies and performance. Media outlets serve as watchdogs for government ineffectiveness and corruption. In particular, investigative journalism can provide the public with better knowledge of government activities, and uncover government wrong-doing of various types. From Watergate in the US, to the Gongadze case in Ukraine, to a scandal involving Bosnia’s Prime Minister Brankovic in 2009,62 investigative journalism has played a key role in exposing alleged misdeeds by government officials. Without a free information sector, governance loses the longer term benefits of a wider, more critical “lens”–new ideas, pressures for policy adjustments, and opportunities for responsiveness and accountability.


    The Rule of Law


    The possibility for the democratic rule of law is largely predicated on elements of democracy’s other institutional spheres. A just legal system, protecting core civil liberties and human rights, requires contestation, access to information, representation of diverse societal interests, and effective, restrained and accountable implementation and enforcement of the law. While some autocracies may generally be able to adhere to a set of existing laws, that legality will not be democratic in character.


    


    



    Democratic rule of law benefits importantly from the pluralism, mode of contestation, and focus on rules that political competition provides. Authentic political competition requires adherence to a certain set of laws and processes – the “rules of the game.” The ongoing reliance on the rules that undergird political competition also strengthens the rule of law. Both judicial proceedings and political competition are based on opposing sides, engaged in argument and contest to persuade either an electorate or judge or jury, and this mode of politics and decision-making provides institutional reinforcement for rule based on laws and courts.


    Political pluralism and political competition – and the limited authority on the part of any one political force that accompanies them – creates greater likelihood for judicial independence.63 The limited authority of a particular political party or “clan” and the likelihood of a change in government in the near term make judges more likely to assert law-based decisions and withstand political pressure. For example, Ukraine’s President Yushchenko could not force through early elections in 2007 without a political compromise because a relative parity of political sympathies on the Constitutional Court led to a stalemate.64 These same conditions of pluralism may, in some cases, make judges freer to take independent stances on key cases.


    Political competition and the associated competition of ideas enrich judicial debate and deliberation, strengthening the legitimacy and credibility of the courts. Without pluralism and the pluralism of ideas, both sides of an issue brought before the courts may not be adequately considered. When political parties or candidates seek to defend their interests in the courts, this enhances the authority of the judiciary as an arbiter of societal disagreement. Insufficient political pluralism or competition makes it more difficult and risky for judges and prosecutors to embrace the rule of law rather than the rule of man (of the president or the ruling party).


    


    



    The rule of law relies on, and benefits from, an organized and publicly engaged society, enhancing its legitimacy, enriching legal debate, and increasing the likelihood of judicial independence. Organized citizens can bring cases that provide courts with the ability to interpret the law independently. Without an engaged and organized society, the state faces fewer challenges in court. Writing about Russia, Kathryn Hendley points to the importance of getting society to “take responsibility for ensuring that the state lives up to its promises” in order to put an end to “particularistic law.”65 NGOs can advocate for and pursue issues through the courts. They can monitor courts and publicize court decisions. They engage in and enrich broader debates about court rulings. NGOs also can help citizens access the legal system by providing free or low-cost legal advice. For example, the GYLA has played a prominent role in promoting judicial reform. Importantly, civic organizations may make courts more likely to assert their independence. In cases where a broad coalition of NGOs opposes an executive branch position, the demonstration of societal support may embolden a judge or court to take a more independent stand from the executive.


    


    



    A democratic rule of law sphere relies on an open and free information and media sector to connect itself to society, to preserve its independence and to hold the judiciary and other parts of the state accountable to the public. A free and balanced information environment publicizes the law and key legal decisions or changes. It can expose attempts by the state or other actors to operate outside of existing rules, including violations of due process and inappropriate executive branch influence over the courts. For example, discussions on Georgian political talk shows have highlighted concerns about judicial independence, due process, and property rights, and this societal discussion has contributed to the government’s focus on legal sector reform. An open media sector also allows for the adequate presentation and debate of both sides of legal issues. Finally, it provides a means of explanation of, and education about, legal issues and disputes. Without a free and diverse information environment, the presentation of legal issues and proceedings is often one-sided; violations of due process, of the law, or of the constitution go unreported and are not subject to public reaction; and executive branch domination of courts, politicized court cases, and arbitrary decisions may go unquestioned. Understanding this linkage between the rule of law and independent media, supporters of Yulia Tymoshenko in Ukraine pushed for greater media coverage of her trial on corruption charges in 2011.


    


    



    Lastly, democratic rule of law depends on certain types of government behavior – both active engagement and restraint – to maintain its effectiveness, independence, and even-handedness. “Good governance” leaves final interpretation of the law to the judicial branch, and promotes and respects independent judicial authority. In doing so, the government enhances its own legitimacy. It vigorously promotes state interests through the courts, and regulates aspects of the judicial sector, but recognizes its limited power before the courts. Democratic governance actively enforces and implements court decisions – even against the executive’s own immediate or narrow interests and preferences. For example, in both Ukraine (2004) and in Moldova (2009) the decisions of executive branches to abide by court rulings, which directly went against the interests of their incumbents in preserving political power, represented significant steps toward democratic consolidation. When government does not allow the judicial sector the necessary power, resources, and independence or it does not provide adequate enforcement, the rule of law suffers. As a result the provision of justice may be slow, ineffective, arbitrary, or politically biased.


    Policy Implications of the Nest Model


    This article argues for a conception of democracy as a set of mutually reinforcing relationships among a set of interdependent “core” institutional spheres. It contends that a democracy is as strong as those institutional spheres and the mutually enforcing relationships between them in a given context. It also argues that democracies are strengthened when their institutional spheres develop in such a way that they build on those spheres’ reinforcing potential. If one accepts the nest model, then attempts to strengthen and build democracies should seek as a consequence, whenever feasible, to:


    


    
      	• build the different institutional spheres of democracy in multi-pronged and roughly simultaneous fashion; and


      	• strengthen the constructive interactions between these institutional spheres.

    


    


    Operationalizing these two recommendations should then lead to efforts towards more intensely coordinated, integrated, cross-cutting, multi-sector portfolios of democracy-support programs. This approach would be oriented toward both building a “democracy infrastructure” and exploring pathways towards greater complementarity and mutual reinforcement of these institutional spheres. For example, political party programs and civil society programs should both be oriented towards enhancing constructive interaction between these institutional spheres – and the actors in these spheres. This is not to argue for a “one-size-fits-all” approach that would blindly provide the same level of support across all institutional spheres, regardless of existing capacity; instead, the point is that a broad consideration of all spheres, their specific interactions, and reinforcing potential should be an essential and further developed element of democracy-building strategies.


    Although such an approach might seem at first glance to be logical and non-controversial, in the policymaking context, a multi-pronged approach can be subject to critiques that it is “unfocused” or “non-strategic.” In addition, many democracy-building programs tend to focus on a single institutional sphere, such as civil society or political processes, but do not focus nearly as much on building constructive interaction among spheres. As organizations implementing democracy programs become increasingly specialized to focus on particular spheres, the tendency for “stove-piping” increases. Actors associated with these institutional spheres also may not always see, at first, good reasons for interactions with those in other spheres – especially when those institutions are underperforming. For example, party activists may not see the value in engaging with civic organizations and vice versa when both have been weakened and marginalized by a dominant state and “party of power.”


    Multi-pronged, complex approaches also have significant budgetary implications for donors, who have limited resources for democracy-building efforts. It can be tempting for donors instead to focus on one or two “priority” sectors. In addition, some donors may want to focus on “safer,” less potentially controversial sectors, such as effective governance, rather than addressing challenges across most, or all, of democracy’s key institutional spheres.


    A multi-pronged approach also implies a need for more intensive coordination – both among programs and among donors and implementers of democracy assistance. Because of the specialized nature of democracy’s institutional elements and specialization in democracy promotion programs, it can be highly challenging to bring rule of law, political party, civil society, and local government experts and programmatic elements together into an appropriately integrated effort. While elections-oriented democracy programs often are multi-sectoral and well-coordinated, as Bunce and Wolchik have shown,66 programs outside of the electoral context have tended to be less closely coordinated or integrated.


    Recognition of the importance of coordination among democracy programs would also imply potential drawbacks to the idea of creating a “firewall” between government-oriented and societally-oriented democracy assistance.67 If programs for civil society and government are funded, designed and monitored by separate entities, this may create challenges for encouraging these groups to interact more intensively. Despite the implications for resources and coordination, such a comprehensive and multi-pronged approach best addresses the structure and workings of democratic systems.


    The complexity of the interdependence between democratic institutions, the broad range of contributing actors and processes, and the considerable time it takes to build functioning and resilient institutions also suggest that democratic consolidation – and thus democratization programs – will often require long-term, steadfast commitments. While governmental and other donors are sometimes reluctant to acknowledge these processes as long-term prospects,68 wanting to show a clear light at the end of a short budgetary tunnel, experience has shown that consolidated, institutionally-stable democracies rarely emerge over a few years. Again, while admitting the need for long-term commitments to democracy-building may seem intuitive, policymakers are often reluctant to commit to long-term projects of uncertain duration. The nest model provides an ideational construct to help explain why democratic consolidation takes time and does not automatically follow from the electoral success of pro-Western reformers or even a first “free and fair” election.


    An acceptance of the nest model also suggests a general skepticism towards approaches that call for the targeting of specific institutional spheres as the key to democratization or for broad sequencing of efforts at institutional strengthening in democratic sub-sectors.69 (Of course, limited targeting or concern for sequence may be appropriate if it could be demonstrated that a particular institutional sector was the only one holding back the others in a specific context or that it was the key to stimulating progress in other sectors in a given situation.) It suggests that approaches to democracy promotion that do not address a critical mass of interdependent institutional relationships will likely be limited in impact. For example, focusing on political competition is often not enough because consolidated democracies require more than a “breakthrough” election. While Bunce and Wolchik have persuasively argued that elections have consistently represented opportunities for dramatic democratic change across the region,70 the remaining challenges so many of these states have faced on democratization have demonstrated the important distinction between “democratic breakthroughs” and the consolidation of democracy.


    With regard to sequencing, the nest model calls strongly into question the argument that effective governance or rule of law should be prioritized before other institutional spheres of democratic systems, such as political competition or a free information environment.71 It suggests that without robust connections to other institutional components of a democracy, effective governance (the reliable delivery of services and competent administration) and basic respect for legality and order are limited and uncertain bases for building democracy more broadly. Moreover, without the appropriate forms of bonds to other spheres, a focus on effective governance and a rule-oriented approach may actually do more to promote authoritarian modes of rule than democratic ones.


    Conclusion


    Democracy has been described as the least natural political system.72 This characterization rings true in the sense that democracy requires a complex interaction of a set of institutions and processes, which must be purposefully and often painstakingly constructed over time by a diverse set of governmental and societal actors. Democracies do not spontaneously emerge; they have to be built. The difficulties and pitfalls that new and would-be democracies in much of Southeastern Europe and virtually all of Eurasia have faced over much of the past two decades vividly demonstrate this reality. Under-developed institutional spheres that check executive power, their limited connections to governmental spheres, and state efforts to constrain the growth of these institutions all have limited, and in many cases thwarted, democratization in most of the post-communist countries of Europe and Eurasia.


    At the same time, the nest model presented here also argues against the characterization of democracy as “the least natural” system in the sense that it illustrates an internal logic to democracy’s fundamental architecture and workings, based on a natural affinity and mutual reinforcement amongst democracy’s core institutional components and modes of behavior. Contestation, pluralism of interests, openness and communication, an impartial rights-based approach to disputes, and accountability are all not only important for the development of each corresponding institutional sphere, but to all of the other spheres – and to democracy overall. Taken together, the bonds of mutual reinforcement of the “democracy nest” can create a complex, multifaceted virtuous circle that supports democratic consolidation and resilience. Based on this model, democracy promoters should adopt well-coordinated, multipronged, and integrated portfolios of programs and strengthen the constructive interaction between institutional spheres. A further analysis and deeper understanding of these institutional interactions, interdependence, and affinity are important steps to be taken for comprehending and encouraging democratic change and consolidation in post-communist Eastern Europe and Eurasia and beyond.
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    Abstract: Public support for minority rights plays an important role in minorities actually securing and protecting those rights. In countries where public support for minority rights is low, how can attitudes be changed? Using data from two surveys of more than 6,000 Russians each, we show that institutions have the potential to persuade about a quarter of otherwise intolerant Russians to move toward supporting rights. We seek to explain this important shift among this subpopulation. Paradoxically, we find that a usually unpalatable characteristic, deference to authority, among the intolerant is significantly related to their potential to be persuaded to support rights.


    Can authorities persuade the public to support minority rights? Do certain characteristics make some individuals more amenable to persuasion than others? These questions are particularly important in countries such as Russia, where the public has traditionally not been especially supportive of minority rights, so there is currently little public pressure for compliance with court decisions that grant rights or public support for political candidates who promote minority rights. Instead, the illiberal attitudes of the Russian public presumably enable the illiberalness of the Russian state, which has become something of an “elected monarchy”1 or “autocracy endorsed by the people.”2 President Vladimir Putin can violate rights in the name of preserving order and still be wildly popular.


    We seek to understand whether and how this situation could change and the public come to support minority rights. We hypothesize that one key to the puzzle may be found in an individual characteristic usually considered undesirable for rights protections, deference to authority. Deference to authority has often been cited as reason for pessimism about the prospects for democracy in Russia, so it may seem paradoxical to suggest the reverse. However, we suspect that, to the extent that Russian courts and other institutions are perceived as authorities and to the extent that they choose to use their authority to protect minority rights, deference to authority may be harnessed in the service of cultivating the desirable characteristics, tolerance and support for minority rights.


    Below we describe the pessimistic outlook about persuading Russians to be tolerant, given that the known correlates of both tolerance and persuasion in the country are low. We then explore whether persuasion to support minority rights depends on a characteristic in greater abundance among Russians, deference to authority. We test this hypothesis using data from two surveys of more than 6,000 Russians each. We find that Russians who initially denied rights to minorities but who could be persuaded by institutions to grant rights are also those most deferential to authority.


    Becoming Supportive of Minority Rights


    Studies since the collapse of the Soviet Union consistently reveal high levels of intolerance among the Russian public.3 Even staunch supporters of democracy in Russia would deprive some minorities of rights.4


    How might the Russian public move from point A to point B, illiberal to liberal, intolerant to tolerant? Research suggests that this move is unlikely because Russia, like many other postcommunist countries, ranks low on variables shown to correlate significantly with tolerance development. Russia has a dominant ethnic tradition and culture institutionalized in its laws and norms. Russia lacks a stable democracy that has endured over time, and although formally federalist, Russia is increasingly characterized by power centralization, offering few opportunities for citizens to engage in pluralistic conflicts that encourage appreciation of minority rights.5 Russia boasts few examples of elite cooperation and compromise that would serve as concrete evidence that the system can endure potentially threatening groups and that tolerance will not backfire.6 Russia’s educational system does not emphasize minority rights and the importance of tolerance, so education does not serve as a vehicle for encouraging tolerance.7


    Although individual demographic characteristics like youth, urban residency, and male gender have been associated with greater tolerance,8 demographic characteristics are difficult – if not impossible – to manipulate and so offer little guidance for tolerance development. Similarly, other well-known correlates of tolerance, such as personality and cultural characteristics like interpersonal trust and open-mindedness versus dogmatism9, represent reasonable yet difficult and almost tautological paths toward tolerance development, for if we knew how to increase interpersonal trust and open-mindedness, presumably we would also have some insights into how to increase tolerance. Another well-known correlate of tolerance, the reduced actual or perceived threat of adversaries10, can apparently be achieved via a minority public official11, especially one who proves to be unharmful to the majority ethnic group12, but the reduced threat perception requires first having a minority leader in elected office to demonstrate the absence of harm, which is often an unrealistic scenario. Perceived threat may also be reduced by the perceived ability of the state to control minority behavior and by reversing perceptions of harm brought by the minorities13, but it is unclear how to know that these other perceptions are causally prior to threat perceptions and therefore to intolerance or, even if they are, how these perceptions could be reversed.


    Perhaps the key to increasing support for minority rights lies not in the correlates of tolerance but in the correlates of persuadability. Among intolerant Russians, whose attitudes in a general sense are most subject to change? If institutions or elites are doing the persuading, trust in those institutions or elites should matter14, but notwithstanding the high popularity of Putin, trust in Russian institutions has been sorely lacking15, and although attitudes may be changing16, the future of support for minority rights might still look bleak if they depended exclusively on continued attitudinal changes ultimately resulting in widespread trust of Russian institutions.


    A more optimistic finding from the persuasion literature is that people often respond to elite cues.17 People may respond to elite cues because they trust the elites, but they also may respond for entirely different reasons, such as that the cues face no competition when all elites agree18 and/or that the source cue is credible.19 Elite cues may be credible if they come from an authoritative, even if distrusted, source. This proposition may seem unpalatable – and indeed even antidemocratic and pro-authoritarian – but perhaps it need not be. If a public is already inclined to defer to authority because of the authority’s superior knowledge, status as an authority, or some other reason, then perhaps a realistic path toward persuading them to hold tolerant views is to capitalize on this usually unpalatable but abundant characteristic. In the hands of elites who themselves support minority rights (and only in those hands), deference to authority may actually come to serve liberal democratic ends.


    Deference to Authority


    Our concept of deference to authority shares some characteristics with the traditional concept of the authoritarian personality20, but we define deference to authority more narrowly. Deference to authority is a disposition to yield to the will of powerful leaders, and especially to consider the will of leaders as more worthy of respect than the will of the person himself or herself and the public. Deference to authority should not be taken to mean a preference for authoritarian government. Rather, it is submissiveness to leadership, whether authoritarian or democratic.


    Deference to authority is not a disposition usually associated with a democratic political culture, so it may seem counterintuitive that deference to authority could be harnessed in service to liberal democratic ends like support for minority rights. Democrats, after all, should have a responsible and watchful attitude toward authority, not a submissive one.21 Democrats should value their rights and dignity, which would imply a questioning rather than yielding relationship with authority.


    Beyond being simply antidemocratic, deference to authority can be downright insidious, leading to crimes of obedience like the Holocaust and the My Lai massacre.22 Given these potentially pernicious effects, supporters of minority rights may worry that deference to authoritative leaders could jeopardize rights if the leaders themselves are unsupportive of rights. This worry would have foundation, since elites may at times hold less tolerant attitudes than the mass public.23


    In Russia, deference to authority is usually seen as the Achilles heel for liberal democracy. Although Russians favor many aspects of a democratic political system, and most do not want an authoritarian government, they consistently express preferences for strong leadership that seem to push the limits of what democracy allows.24 As long as the public retains the power to throw out the government, many Russians see little need for public consultation in policymaking25 and are happy to defer to authority.


    We propose that this deference to authority might be an asset as well as a liability. There is a long tradition dating back to Almond and Verba26 that recognizes the need for some deference in a democracy. Authorities often possess greater knowledge and even intelligence than the public who themselves prefer to rely on expert judgment.27 Dispositions toward authority should be balanced, so that the participant role of citizens in a democracy is mixed with the political subject role (acceptance of political authority) and parochial role (ties to traditional, nonpolitical groups). In this way, authority should be questioned and challenged, but also supported.28 Deference to authority can lead to support for dominating elite-led conventions, whatever they may be29, so when authorities favor minority rights or at least become less hostile toward rights, deferential citizens may also begin to favor or become less hostile to rights.


    Other Factors Influencing Institutional Persuasion to Support Rights


    Factors besides deference to authority should help explain institutional persuasion to support minority rights. For example, among those who initially oppose minority rights, supporters of legal procedures should be more willing to accept a decision contrary to their initial preferences and be persuaded to support minority rights precisely because they favor the procedures that brought about the distasteful law.30 Those who trust in the specific government institutions making decisions to support rights should be more persuadable because they more readily grant legitimacy and credibility to the source cue, which can then serve as a heuristic or shortcut31, and because they may perceive that the government is willing and able to offer protection from the potentially threatening rights-protected groups.32


    The perception that one’s intolerant views are shared by a majority of others should act as a counterweight to an institutional decision opposing this majority view, a counterweight unavailable to intolerant individuals who believe they are in the attitudinal minority.33 Intolerant individuals who hold liberal democratic or pro-rights attitudes on other issues may find these views in conflict and, when presented with a pro-rights court or legislative decision, be more open to persuasion. Intolerant individuals who are less passionately anti-rights at the outset should also be more open to persuasion, as should be individuals who are generally unopinionated about many issues.34 Intolerant and generally hostile individuals may be more cynical about the ramifications of the exercise of rights by the disliked group and cautious about altering the playing field in favor of other individuals generally and disliked groups in particular. Self-efficacy, or the perceived ability to cope and control outcomes in daily life, could make the intolerant individual less fearful of the ramifications of granting rights to disliked groups, or self-efficacy could suggest a confidence in one’s own opinions and abilities and make the intolerant individual less open to persuasion, so our expectation is mixed. Among the initially intolerant, younger, less religious, and poorer Russians should be more likely to be persuaded to support minority rights, presumably because they have greater tendencies toward uncertainty and open-mindedness rather than dogmatism.35 Female and less educated Russians have been hypothesized elsewhere to be less tolerant, although the statistical evidence suggests only indirect effects on tolerance through variables like dogmatism and illiberalism that are themselves correlated with tolerance.36


    Data and Method


    To test our hypotheses, we analyze data from surveys we conducted in 2004 and 2005 in twelve Russian cities with populations greater than 350,000, with the goal of generalizing to urban Russia, where most Russians live. The surveys were designed by us, commissioned by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), and conducted by a Moscow-based survey research firm, the Institute for Comparative Social Research (CESSI). Response rates were extremely high (69 and 67 percent), and the resulting sample sizes were 6,043 and 6,044 in 2004 and 2005, respectively. (See Appendix for further details.)


    We measure baseline attitudes toward a widely disliked group in Russia, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and then measure acceptance of contrary decisions by two different institutional source cues: the Russian Supreme Court and the lower house of the Russian legislature, the Duma. Jehovah’s Witnesses are a useful reference group for three reasons. First, although not much discussed in Western literature, harsh discrimination against Jehovah’s Witnesses is longstanding (since 1887) and ongoing, given their recent fast growth and visible proselytizing.37 Second, unlike discrimination against Jews, Chechens, and other disliked groups in Russia, discrimination against Jehovah’s Witnesses is not complicated by a multitude of racial, ethnic, or territorial issues that make it difficult to generalize from these groups to others. While the religious minority of course has its unique circumstances, a study of the willingness to grant rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses still has relatively little “noise,” much like tolerance studies that focus on fascists, communists, and other political minorities.38 Third, since the collapse of communism, Russian courts have sometimes granted rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses and sometimes denied them, suggesting that the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ situation is a useful case study of the potential for institutional persuasion.39


    Here we attempt to understand the minority of Russians who initially preferred to deny rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses but who could be persuaded by a court or legislative decision to support rights. Our dependent variable is persuasion to support rights, defined as a change of opinion in the direction of a pro-rights court or legislative decision. Our definition is informed by the repeated findings of prior research that tolerance development is an extraordinarily difficult task, opinion reversal overnight is rare and unrealistic, and incremental moves in a pro-rights direction are meaningful and perhaps the best that can be accomplished. The initial question reads:


    Some people think Jehovah’s Witnesses are a religious cult that presents a danger to Russian society and should be forbidden from distributing literature on the street. Other people think that, regardless of whether they present a danger to Russian society, Jehovah’s Witnesses should have the right to distribute literature on the street. Which view is closer to your own? Do you feel this way strongly or only somewhat?


    More than half of urban Russians surveyed (55.6% and 59.9% in 2004 and 2005, respectively) replied that Jehovah’s Witnesses should be forbidden from distributing literature, with the vast majority feeling this way very strongly. Their follow-up question reads:


    Suppose the [Supreme Court/Duma] rules that Jehovah’s Witnesses have the right to distribute literature on the street. To what extent would you agree with the [Court’s/Duma’s] decision? strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree


    A random half of the respondents were asked about the Supreme Court in each year, while the other half were asked about the Duma.40 Since we found no statistically significant differences in persuasive potential between the Court and the legislature (despite the difference in trust for these institutions), we present findings in aggregate form, rather than differentiating based on the source cues and repeating the same findings two times. (Similarly, since there are no statistically significant differences between the close years of study, we present the aggregate rather than individual findings for 2004 and 2005.) When we include the source cue in our multivariate analysis below, it never emerges as statistically significant, suggesting that several government institutions are perceived as authoritative and have the potential to persuade.


    We intentionally did not provide information on the arguments the institution used when making its hypothetical decision, only the fact that the decision was made. Our method thus more closely resembles a test of the effects of source credibility41 than the effects of exposure to opposing arguments.42 We are testing which intolerant Russians can be persuaded to support minority rights simply because institutions are said to hold countervailing ideas.


    Although such scenarios are hypothetical, they are not unrealistic. For example, there have been instances of Russian courts ruling in favor of Jehovah’s Witnesses43, and those decisions usually face little competition from other messages. (Although negative sentiment toward Jehovah’s Witnesses is widespread and strong, active organized opposition is not.) Across countries and throughout history, there are numerous examples of illiberal institutions behaving more liberally over time and granting rights where rights were once denied. In such cases, it would have been helpful to understand the sources of potential pro-rights persuadability among the public, as we have the opportunity to do in Russia.


    Both the initial baseline question on policy preferences toward Jehovah’s Witnesses and the follow-up question that stated an institutional decision counter to the respondent’s initial policy preference were measured with five-point scales (strongly anti-rights to strongly pro-rights for the former and strongly agree to strongly disagree for the latter, with moderate opinions and “don’t know” falling in between). Following the convention in the literature to measure persuasion by movements from initial survey responses to responses to a similarly scaled second question44, we measure persuasion by the difference between the above two survey questions (-2 = strengthened initial anti-rights position two steps, -1 = strengthened one step, 0 = no change, 1 = persuaded one step in the direction of the pro-rights decision, 2 = persuaded two steps, 3 = persuaded three steps, and 4 = persuaded four steps).


    


    



    Table 1. Degree of Persuasion from Forbidding Rights to Allowing (%)*


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            Persuasion to agree to support rights

          

          	
            Approval of compliance with pro-rights decision

          
        


        
          	
            

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          
        


        
          	
            Strengthened initial position two steps

          

          	
            1.4

          

          	
            .3

          

          	
            1.4

          

          	
            .8

          
        


        
          	
            Strengthened initial position one step

          

          	
            6.4

          

          	
            8.6

          

          	
            5.9

          

          	
            8.4

          
        


        
          	
            No change

          

          	
            67.9

          

          	
            68.8

          

          	
            51.6

          

          	
            54.1

          
        


        
          	
            Persuaded one step in direction of institutional decision

          

          	
            16.3

          

          	
            15.8

          

          	
            23.2

          

          	
            22.1

          
        


        
          	
            Persuaded two steps in direction of institutional decision

          

          	
            5.1

          

          	
            3.1

          

          	
            9.2

          

          	
            7.6

          
        


        
          	
            Persuaded three steps in direction of institutional decision

          

          	
            1.7

          

          	
            1.9

          

          	
            6.4

          

          	
            4.4

          
        


        
          	
            Persuaded four steps in direction of institutional decision

          

          	
            1.3

          

          	
            1.5

          

          	
            2.4

          

          	
            2.6

          
        


        
          	
            N

          

          	
            4185

          

          	
            4379

          

          	
            4148

          

          	
            4380

          
        

      
    


    * Sampling and weighting described in Appendix.


    



    


    The first two columns in Table 1 show the distribution of Russians who initially preferred to forbid Jehovah’s Witnesses from distributing literature on the streets (N = 6,967 across both years) or who were initially unsure whether to forbid or allow rights (N = 1,678 across both years) and who were then presented with a contrary, pro-rights institutional decision.45 The most common outcome is for intolerant Russians to retain their initial anti-rights policy preference (68-69%), but a small minority of anti-rights Russians (22-24%) could be persuaded in the direction of a pro-rights institutional decision. Persuasion three or four steps in the direction of the pro-rights decision is exceedingly rare (1-2%), but persuasion one or two steps occurs for an important minority (16% and 3-5%, respectively).


    Most of these people were not persuaded to abandon their intolerance entirely and switch positions, but they were at least persuaded to be less fervent about their intolerance. Each year, among Russians who initially preferred to forbid rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses and then heard about a contrary institutional decision, only 7 to 8 percent were fully persuaded and changed their preferences to agree with the institution’s decision to grant rights. Between 2 and 4 percent answered “don’t know,” suggesting they were persuaded to abandon their initial intolerant position but not to agree with the institution, and 13 percent still preferred to forbid rights but felt less strongly about it.46 Although these incremental moves in a tolerant direction may seem small, they are noteworthy, given the incredible difficulties of tolerance development identified by prior research. Understanding this minority of intolerant yet persuadable Russians may hold a key to understanding tolerance development in general.


    A reasonable concern is whether the responses to the above questions measure genuine persuasion. The questions appear in succession, so the mission of the questions may be quite transparent to most respondents, who could provide the socially desirable response of agreeing with an institutional decision to an interviewer yet fail to hold that attitude only a short time later. We did not track respondents’ opinion change or stability after the survey and thus cannot directly address this concern with our data. However, even the short term profession of persuasion is highly critical when assessing the prospects for rights protection. Respondents who profess persuasion to support rights during the interview may not retain that opinion outside the interview setting, but they are also unlikely to punish an elected official outside the interview setting for pursuing pro-rights policies. Rather, the response to a pro-rights court decision and pro-rights legislation by intolerant but persuadable respondents would, in the real world, probably be pro-rights acquiescence. Though not as helpful as pro-rights enthusiasm, public acquiescence to rights can still represent meaningful strides for rights protection. Pro-rights acquiescence certainly represents more progress than the behavior of the three-quarters of respondents who failed to be persuaded to support rights despite the proximity of the survey questions and the respondents’ likely ability to guess the socially desirable response.


    As an additional test of our hypotheses, we asked respondents whether they would approve of official compliance with a pro-rights decision. The question reads:


    Suppose Jehovah’s Witnesses come to your city to exercise this right. Suppose also that the mayor of your city disagrees with the [Supreme Court’s/Duma’s] decision but nevertheless complies with the [Court/Duma] and allows Jehovah’s Witnesses to distribute literature. To what extent would you approve of the mayor’s decision to comply with the [Court/Duma] in favor of Jehovah’s Witnesses? strongly approve, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove, strongly disapprove


    As with persuasion to agree to support rights, persuasion to approve of compliance is measured by the difference between the above survey question and the initial baseline question about attitudes toward Jehovah’s Witnesses, from -2 (strengthened initial anti-rights position two steps) to 4 (persuaded four steps in the direction of the pro-rights decision). Also like persuasion to agree, the most common outcome for persuasion to approve of compliance is for intolerant Russians to retain their initial anti-rights policy preference (52% in 2004 and 54% in 2005), but a sizable minority of anti-rights Russians (41% in 2004 and 37% in 2005) could be persuaded in the direction of a pro-rights institutional decision. Most of this persuasion is one or two steps in the direction of the pro-rights decision, but almost one in ten of the initially intolerant (9% and 7% in 2004 and 2005, respectively) moved an impressive three or four steps in the pro-rights direction.


    Table 2 describes the measurement of our dependent and primary explanatory variables, as well as the remaining variables generated from the hypotheses above. A few measures are worthy of elaboration. For Deference to authority, preexisting measures are highly problematic47, so we use a measure that taps into a Burkean trustee model of representation, asking respondents if they would yield to the will of a leader instead of requiring the leader to follow citizens’ wishes. For Institutional trust, we test the relationship to persuasion of trust in the Duma. We ran a similar analysis with the Supreme Court as the reference institution, both for institutional trust and as the source cue, with similar results. 48


    Table 2. Measures*


    
      
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Variable

          

          	
            Survey Questions

          
        


        
          	
            Persuasion

          

          	
            Difference between two survey questions: Forbid/allow Jehovah’s Witnesses the right to distribute literature (five point scale) subtracted from agree/disagree with a contrary institutional decision (five point scale) (seven point scale from -2 = strengthened initial anti-rights position two steps to 4 = persuaded four steps in the direction of the pro-rights decision).

          
        


        
          	
            Deference to Authority – Support for leader’s instincts over citizen wishes

          

          	
            If citizens disagree with a political leader on a particular issue, should the political leader follow their wishes or follow his own instincts? Do you feel this way strongly or only somewhat? (five point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Legalism – Support for procedural justice over distributive justice

          

          	
            Some people think that, when making decisions, judges should follow ONLY legal guidelines. Others think that judges sometimes should take other factors and circumstances, besides laws, into account. If we are talking about what you personally would want to see in the ideal, to what extent do you think judges should follow ONLY legal guidelines even if this prevents people from getting what they are owed? always, in the majority of cases, don’t know, from time to time, almost never (five point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Institutional trust (Supreme Court, Duma)

          

          	
            Using this card, please tell me how much trust you have in each of the following organizations and government bodies/public figures – a great deal of trust, a fair amount of trust, not very much trust, or no trust at all? (four point scale for each)

          
        


        
          	
            Liberalism – opposition to censorship of extremist ideas

          

          	
            Should the government have the right to impose censorship of the news media to protect society from extremist political ideas? Yes, no. Do you feel this way strongly or only somewhat? [“don’t know” accepted but not offered] (five point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Initial attitude weakness

          

          	
            Some people think Jehovah’s Witnesses are a religious cult that present a danger to Russian society and should be forbidden from distributing literature on the street. Other people think that, regardless of whether they present a danger to Russian society, Jehovah’s Witnesses should have the right to distribute literature on the street. Which view is closer to your own? Do you feel this way strongly or only somewhat? (three point scale: strongly forbid, somewhat forbid, uncertain)

          
        


        
          	
            Being unopinionated

          

          	
            Count variable of the “don’t know” responses to 115 questions (virtually every attitudinal variable in the data set), including attitudes toward the economy, courts, rule of law, judicial independence, corruption, procedural fairness, interest in politics, trust in political institutions, respect for various professions, and perceived efficacy of political activities (low 0, high 94, mean 12)

          
        


        
          	
            Lack of hostility

          

          	
            [Interviewer assessment] During the interview, was the respondent very, somewhat, not very, or not at all hostile? (four point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Institutional source cue (Supreme Court, Duma)

          

          	
            Institution said to grant or deny rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses (dummy, with Supreme Court being the omitted institution)

          
        


        
          	
            Perceived exclusion from majority views

          

          	
            How much do think your opinions on the basic questions of contemporary Russian politics coincide with the opinions of the majority of Russians? fully coincide, on the whole coincide, coincide only a little, don’t coincide at all (four point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Self-efficacy

          

          	
            [Prefaced by: What is the single most serious problem facing you today?] Can you yourself do anything to help solve this problem, or is the problem completely out of your control? can do something, completely out of my control [“don’t know” accepted but not offered] (three point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Age

          

          	
            What is your age? (years)

          
        


        
          	
            Religiosity

          

          	
            How important is religion in your life – very important, somewhat important, not very important, or not at all important? (four point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Income

          

          	
            Taking account of the income of all members of your household last month, please select the category on this card which corresponds approximately to the total income of your family. less than 2000 rubles, 2001-3000 rubles, 3001-4000 rubles, 4001-6000 rubles, 6001-8000 rubles, 8001-10000 rubles, 10001-15000 rubles, more than 15000 rubles (eight point scale)

          
        


        
          	
            Gender

          

          	
            Dichotomy

          
        


        
          	
            Education

          

          	
            What is your educational level? 7 grades or less, incomplete secondary, complete secondary (including secondary PTU, specialized secondary (technikum), incomplete higher (at least three years), higher (complete), advanced degree (seven point scale)

          
        

      
    


    


    


    * A response of “don’t know” was coded in the middle of the scale only when justified theoretically because an uncertain response seemed to fall between the scale’s extremes (Legalism, Liberalism, Self-efficacy). For questions that required some knowledge or information, “don’t know” responses were kept distinct, given the possibility that the respondents’ informed opinions would not fall in the middle of the scale (Trust in government, Perceived exclusion from majority views).


    Results


    The first column in Table 3 shows the results of an ordered logit conducted on our seven category dependent variable representing institutional persuasion to support rights (-2 to 4). The analysis lends support to the hypothesis that deference to authority can facilitate persuasion. The more strongly a person thinks a political leader should follow his own instincts even if citizens disagree, the more likely that person is to be persuaded by an institutional decision to support rights. Believing a political leader should follow his instincts over citizen wishes remains positively and significantly related to persuasion to support rights, even when controlling for a wide range of other variables in the model, including initial attitude weakness and being unopinionated, suggesting that the effects of deference cannot be written off as a function of indifference or ambivalence toward the particular minority in question, Jehovah’s Witnesses.


    The analysis in Table 3 also lends support to the hypothesis that legalism matters for institutional persuasion. Russians who think that judges should follow legal procedures even if this prevents people from getting what they are owed are more likely to be persuaded by a pro-rights institutional decision. Institutional trust matters for persuasion to support rights. However, as previous analysis49 and Table 3 show, the source cue (here, either the Duma or Supreme Court) has no independent effect on persuasion to support rights, suggesting that persuasion can originate with any authoritative institution. The interaction of trust in a particular institution with that institution being the presumed source of the pro-rights decision also has no statistically significant effect on persuasion. Liberalism matters for persuasion to support rights, and not surprisingly, Initial attitude weakness is the single most powerful explanatory variable for persuasion to support rights. (See Table 3’s footnote for a brief discussion of other variables hypothesized above to correlate with tolerance and therefore included in the model but that have no impact on our substantive findings.)


    



    


    Table 3: Effects of Deference to Authority on Persuasion to Support Rights and Approval of Compliance


    


    Ordered Logit Estimates


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            Persuasion to agree to support rights

          

          	
            Approval of compliance with pro-rights decision

          
        


        
          	
            Deference to authority

          

          	
            Leader should follow instincts over citizens’ wishes

          

          	
            .12


            (.04)

          

          	
            .10


            (.04)

          
        


        
          	
            Initial attitude weakness

          

          	
            Initially uncertain about forbidding rights (v. somewhat v. strongly)

          

          	
            1.42


            (.20)

          

          	
            1.16


            (.16)

          
        


        
          	
            Legalism

          

          	
            Support procedural justice over distributive justice

          

          	
            .11


            (.03)

          

          	
            .13


            (.03)

          
        


        
          	
            Institutional trust

          

          	
            Trust in Duma

          

          	
            .19


            (.08)

          

          	
            .32


            (.06)

          
        


        
          	
            Institutional source cue

          

          	
            Duma as source cue

          

          	
            .05


            (.24)

          

          	
            .12


            (.19)

          
        


        
          	
            Institution interaction

          

          	
            Source cue x trust in Duma

          

          	
            -.07


            (.11)

          

          	
            -.14


            (.09)

          
        


        
          	
            Liberalism

          

          	
            Oppose censorship of extremist ideas

          

          	
            .14


            (.04)

          

          	
            .09


            (.04)

          
        


        
          	
            Being unopinionated

          

          	
            Count of “don’t know” responses to 115 questions

          

          	
            .002


            (.005)

          

          	
            .01


            (.004)

          
        


        
          	
            Lack of hostility

          

          	
            Not hostile as assessed by interviewer

          

          	
            .17


            (.10)

          

          	
            .07


            (.08)

          
        


        
          	
            N

          

          	
            7,771

          

          	
            7,754

          
        


        
          	
            Cutpoints

          

          	
            τ1

          

          	
            -3.63

          

          	
            -2.49

          
        


        
          	
            τ2

          

          	
            -1.18

          

          	
            -.28

          
        


        
          	
            τ3

          

          	
            2.91

          

          	
            3.04

          
        


        
          	
            τ4

          

          	
            4.36

          

          	
            4.33

          
        


        
          	
            τ5

          

          	
            5.20

          

          	
            5.14

          
        


        
          	
            τ6

          

          	
            6.06

          

          	
            6.36

          
        

      
    


    


    


    Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. The dependent variable is seven ordinal categories (-2 = strengthened initial anti-rights position two steps, -1 = strengthened one step, 0 = no change, 1 = persuaded one step in the direction of the pro-rights decision, 2 = persuaded two steps, 3 = persuaded three steps, 4 = persuaded four steps). Deference is a five category variable (1 = should follow citizens’ wishes strongly, 2 = should follow citizen’s wishes somewhat, 3 = don’t know, 4 = should follow his instincts somewhat, 5 = should follow his instincts strongly, or 1 = much better, 2 = somewhat better, 3 = equally, 4 = somewhat worse, 5 = much worse). Measurement of the remaining variables is described in Table 3. Results are not shown for several other included variables that have been hypothesized by others to correlate with tolerance: Perceived exclusion from majority views, Self-efficacy, Age, Religiosity, Income, Gender, and Education. Inclusion or exclusion of these variables from the model does not affect the substantive results for our variables of interest. Also included were dummies for “don’t know” and missing responses for all the substantive variables except those for which there were no missing data (Strength of initial opinion, Lack of hostility, Duma as source cue, Age, Gender, and Education). Rather than toss out these missing respondents, reduce our sample size, and risk biasing our results, we coded nonrespondents as -1 and included dummy variable controls for whether the respondent gave a substantive response. Results of the dummy nonresponse variables are available from the authors on request. Taylor linearization was used for variance estimation. In two instances, only one primary sampling unit and very few observations existed for a given stratum, so these primary sampling units were collapsed into the most adjacent strata. (For an explanation of this procedure, see Donna Brogan. 2005. “Sampling Error Estimation for Survey Data” invited chapter (#21) in Household Sample Surveys in Developing and Transition Countries, Series F, No. 96. Edited by Ibrahim S. Yansaneh and Graham Kalton).


    


    



    The second column in Table 3 shows the results of an ordered logit conducted on our seven category dependent variable representing institutional persuasion to approve of compliance with official pro-rights decisions (-2 to 4). The conclusions about deference to authority are much the same as they are in the model of persuasion to agree to support rights. The more strongly a person thinks a political leader should follow his own instincts even if citizens disagree, the more likely that person is to approve of official compliance with a pro-rights decision. This relationship is statistically significant even when controlling for initial attitude weakness, being unopinionated, and a range of other variables. As with persuasion to support rights, initial attitude weakness, legalism, and institutional trust have positive, statistically significant effects on approving compliance, whereas the institutional source cue does not have such effects, either independently or in interaction with institutional trust.


    Interestingly, most of these variables, including deference to authority, are not statistically significant in models of persuasion to be intolerant. Of the 2,126 urban Russians who initially preferred to allow Jehovah’s Witnesses to distribute literature on the streets and who were then presented with a contrary, anti-rights institutional decision, more than half (52% in 2004 and 54% in 2005) could be persuaded in the direction of the anti-rights decision. An even larger majority (62% in 2004 and 68% in 2005) could be persuaded to approve of official compliance with an anti-rights institutional decision. These findings are consistent with the findings from many other studies50 that it is far easier to persuade people to be intolerant than to persuade them to be tolerant. Liberalism, legalism, and institutional trust do not guarantee that tolerant individuals will persist in their tolerance when given the easy out of an institutional anti-rights decision. Using our models in Table 3 and substituting persuasion to deny rights and approval of an anti-rights institutional decision as the dependent variables, the above explanatory variables are not statistically significant. The only explanatory variable with strong statistical significance is the strength of the initial pro-rights opinion (not shown). The most deeply tolerant individuals are most resistant to persuasion to be otherwise. Deference to authority neither facilitates nor hinders persuasion to deny rights or approve of compliance with anti-rights institutional decisions. Deference to authority is statistically significant only for persuasion to support rights and approve of pro-rights compliance.


    Effects of Deference to Authority on Being Persuaded to Support Rights


    Using the parameters estimated by the ordered logits in Table 3, we can estimate the probability of persuading an intolerant Russian to support rights given varying levels of deference to authority. To generate predicted probabilities, all explanatory variables are held constant at their means, except for our measure of deference to authority, which is varied from 1 (low deference) to 5 (high deference).51


    For persuasion to support rights, comparing intolerant Russians who think that a political leader should follow citizens’ wishes to intolerant Russians who think the political leader should follow his instincts, the probability of retaining initial intolerant attitudes drops from .74 to .67, whereas the probability of being persuaded in the direction of a pro-rights institutional decision increases from .20 to .29.52 These probabilities include intolerant Russians who were persuaded only a little (by, for example, continuing to be unsupportive of minority rights, only less emphatically) and those who were persuaded a lot (by completely changing their minds and supporting rights). If we look only at the extreme cases of persuasion three or four steps in the direction of a pro-rights institutional decision, the probability of being persuaded increases from .025 for the least deferential Russians to .04 for the most, a probability that is still low but nearly double what it otherwise might have been.


    For persuasion to approve of official compliance with a pro-rights decision, comparing intolerant Russians who think that a political leader should follow citizens’ wishes to intolerant Russians who think the political leader should follow his instincts, the probability of retaining initial intolerant attitudes drops from .55 to .47, and the probability of being at all persuaded in the direction of the pro-rights institutional decision increases from .39 to .49. The probability of being extremely persuaded to move three or four steps in the direction of a pro-rights institutional decision increases from .07 to .11, again a low probability in absolute terms but one that would represent huge strides for tolerance development, given that deferential Russians are fifty percent more likely than non-deferential Russians to be persuaded in an extreme way to support rights.


    Not surprisingly, the substantive impacts of variables such as legalism and liberalism on persuasion are as strong as or stronger than the impact of deference to authority. We present the effects of deference to authority mainly because deference is the more theoretically and empirically interesting finding. Most other variables represent normatively positive characteristics that may be just as difficult to manipulate as tolerance: If we knew how to create legalistic liberals, tolerance development would be easy. Instead, we are interested in the impact of a supposedly negative and abundant characteristic like deference, which does not require manipulation and therefore may offer more hope for public support for minority rights.


    Note that the models likely underestimate the effect of deference on institutional persuasion to support rights. Our persuasion measure includes a baseline question informing respondents of the potential danger of Jehovah’s Witnesses and thus frames the rights issue competitively.53 In real life, when no survey makes the group’s threat salient, and indeed when an authoritative institution’s pro-rights actions suggest that the threat is minimal, deferential respondents might be even more persuadable.


    Could the Effect Be Spurious Due to Social Desirability Bias?


    A logical challenge to these findings is that they are an artifact of our measurement techniques and driven by “social desirability bias.” In trying to please or avoid offending the interviewer, respondents often give answers they believe are “right,” which in this case could mean agreement with an institutional decision. Our dependent variable may thus be a measure not of persuasion, but of a personality characteristic like desiring to please. Even worse, that very same personality characteristic may also correlate with our key independent variable, deference to authority, since eager to please individuals might also be the most deferential. This spurious effect could erroneously lead us to believe that deferential Russians are more likely than non-deferential Russians to be persuaded to support rights, when in reality all we have shown is that people who desire to please will appear both deferential and persuadable on a survey.


    Anticipating this concern, we included in our survey several interviewer assessments that might help illuminate whether a desire to please the interviewer is driving our results. Interviewers were instructed to record at the end of each interview the degree to which the respondent was interested, patient, hostile, nervous, sincere, and intelligent. While interviewers are obviously exposed to respondents for only short amounts of time, their assessments do provide insights into a respondent’s interview behavior, which is most relevant as a possible confounding explanation for persuasion to support rights. In particular, we might expect that a respondent reported as very interested or patient is concerned with trying to please the interviewer and therefore more likely to “guess” that being persuaded to support rights is the “correct” answer. In contrast, we might expect that a respondent reported as very hostile shares few of these concerns and may even intentionally give the guessed “incorrect” answer.


    Analysis of the relationship between these interviewer assessments and persuasion to support rights suggests that our findings are not spurious. In bivariate correlations, none of the six assessments are significantly related to persuasion to support rights. In the multivariate analysis in Table 3, we include the most important of these interviewer assessments, Lack of hostility, which is characteristic of someone trying to please (whereas hostility suggests little desire to please), and thereby decrease the possibility that the effect of deference is due to social desirability bias. The estimated effect of deference to authority is independent of interviewer assessed hostility and therefore more likely to be independent of a respondent’s desire to please, suggesting that the relationship between deference to authority and persuasion to support rights is meaningful and robust.


    Implications


    We began this investigation pessimistically. Prior evidence suggested that the Russian public is generally unsupportive of granting rights to disliked minorities. If support for minority rights depends on traditionally accepted correlates of tolerance or persuasion such as examples of elite cooperation and compromise or trust in political institutions, the prospects for persuading Russians to support minority rights are bleak, since these correlates in Russia are in short supply.


    The findings presented here in many ways reinforce the pessimism. Only a minority of initially intolerant urban Russians can be persuaded by a Supreme Court or Duma decision to support rights, and many of the variables that help explain these few persuadable Russians are not subject to easy manipulation. For example, liberalism and support for legal procedures are attitudinal correlates of support for minority rights that may be as difficult to change as support for minority rights itself.


    We suggest that a small ray of optimism may be found in the statistically significant relationship between deference to authority and persuasion to support rights. Given that many Russians are comfortable yielding to the will of authoritative institutions, our main finding builds on a characteristic that is already present, not one that requires manipulation. Authorities can be instrumental in carving a path to rights protections in Russia if their decisions are pro-rights and publicized to a deferential public. If institutions will lead, many Russians will follow.


    “Follow” need not mean a full and sincere transformation of deeply held intolerant beliefs. Among intolerant but persuadable Russians, even if many are insincere about their responses –the easy challenge to survey-based research—the willingness to profess persuasion may bode well for rights protection. At the very least, such individuals are unlikely to punish an elected official for holding pro-rights policy positions and implementing such policies, freeing those in a position of power from electoral reprisal, should they choose to protect minority rights.


    Therefore, although this is a paper about mass attitudes, the implications are for elite behavior. Prior research has shown that institutions can often alleviate group conflict but not fully54 and that elites do not necessarily support the rights of disliked groups.55 Similarly, our findings suggest that public support for rights rests heavily on whether legislatures, courts, and other authoritative institutions make pro-rights decisions and then make those pro-rights decisions known. Optimism or pessimism about the future of minority rights in Russia should be based on optimism or pessimism about the institutions responsible for granting and protecting rights.


    These implications extend beyond Russia. Intolerance is a pervasive characteristic of even the most democratically oriented publics56, as is deference to authority.57 Institutions seeking to protect rights in other countries could capitalize on deference to authority and encourage pro-rights public sentiment.


    


    Appendix: How the survey was conducted


    Approximately 500 respondents were selected at random for face-to-face interviews in each of the following twelve cities in 2004 and 2005: Moscow (adult population of 8.6 million), St. Petersburg (3.8 million), Nizhny Novgorod (1.1 million), Novosibirsk (1.1 million), Samara (946,000), Rostov-na-Donu (867,000), Chelyabinsk (853,000), Perm (796,000), Saratov (712,000), Khabarovsk (469,000), Irkutsk (458,000), and Tomsk (389,000). The twelve cities represent small, medium, and large cities with adult populations over 350,000.


    Cities were stratified into several geographic/administrative units (urban raioni). Primary sampling units (PSUs) and sampling points were electoral districts. Electoral districts were selected at random using the method of probability proportionate to the size of the electorate (adult population 18 years or older). Within each electoral district, households were selected from a total list of households using a random digit procedure, and individuals were selected randomly using Kish grids. The final sample contained 598 sampling points, with approximately 10 interviews per sampling point.


    In 2004, the overall response rate was 69 percent of the 8,805 targeted individuals, or 6,043 respondents. In 2005, the overall response rate was 67 percent of the 9,000 targeted individuals, or 6,044 respondents. The resulting data were weighted for city size and regions within a city, as well as gender and age to correct for a slight overrepresentation of women and older Russians typical of surveys in Russia.


    Survey questions were written by Javeline and Baird in consultation with USAID’s Moscow branch and CESSI. The Russian translation was prepared by CESSI and checked by Javeline and USAID.
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    Abstract Today’s Russian Federation Council, the upper chamber of the bicameral parliament, effectively represents the federal government in the regions rather than providing the regions representation in federal policy-making. The system of choosing members has evolved considerably over time, from direct elections in the early to mid-1990s, to appointments today by the regional executive and legislative branches. In practice, the appointment process is neither democratic, nor representative, instead giving strong benefits to the ruling United Russia party, whose members dominate the chamber. Businesspeople make up a third of the members, but Russia’s largest energy and metals companies do not see the rubber stamp body as a way to influence policy-making.1


    According to Article 1 of the December 1993 Constitution the Russian Federation is “a democratic federative rule-of-law state with a republican form of government.”2 However, there are major concerns over the current regime’s commitment to the principles of federalism. Since the inauguration of Vladimir Putin as Russian President in May 2000, federalism has come under attack and we have witnessed a concerted effort to rein in the power of the regional governors and presidents. Although Russia may have adopted all of the key structural trappings of a federation, neither the federal authorities nor the regions actually operate according to federal principles. Behind the formal veneer of democracy and constitutionalism, federal relations in Russia are dominated by informal, clientelistic, and extra-constitutional practices.


    Putin’s first two terms in office (2000-2008) saw the reinstitution of Soviet-style principles of hierarchy and centralized administrative control from Moscow. As a 2008 report of the Russian Federation Council stressed, “federal relations between the Russian Federation and its constituent entities are being replaced by administrative relations between federal and regional bodies of state power… Federal units are turning into administrative-territorial ones, which threatens to reform a federal state into an administrative and unitary one.”3 Russia’s regions are now fully integrated into Putin’s “power-vertical” and the country is, in reality, a quasi-unitary state dressed in federal clothing.


    Defining Federalism


    According to Requejo, federations display the following key characteristics: 1) The existence of a two-tier government, both of which have legislative, executive and judicial powers with respect to their own competences, and... fiscal autonomy; 2) mechanisms that channel the participation of the federated units in decision-making processes at the federal level…usually a second chamber whose representatives are elected according to territorial criteria; 3) an institutional arbiter, usually a supreme court or a constitutional court; 4) the agreement on which the federation is based cannot be reformed unilaterally; and 5) the existence of mechanisms that facilitate and promote communication and co-operation.4


    As point 2 notes, one of the key prerequisites for a federation is the creation of a bicameral national parliament with an upper chamber specially designed to accommodate regional interests. In this study we examine the powers and composition of the upper chamber of the Russian parliament, the Federation Council.


    The Russian Federation Council


    All federal systems, as Stepan notes, “constrain elected governments at the center.”5 However, they vary considerably in the extent to which representation departs from the “one person, one vote” norm in favor of a “territorial concept of representation.” In the Russian Federation all 83 republics and regions have equal representation in the Federation Council, even though there are massive variations in the size of their populations. Thus, for example, Moscow city and the Nenets Autonomous Okrug both have two “senators” even though Moscow’s population is 273 times larger than that of Nenets, according to the 2010 census. This is in sharp contrast to Germany, where the most populous states get six votes in the upper house, those of intermediate size get four, and the least populous get three, whilst in India representation of the federal states varies from 12 to 86.6


    Stepan also alerts us to the fact that, the greater the competence of the upper chamber, the more the “demos” of the lower house will be constrained. Thus, for example, the “German, Spanish and Indian systems are less demos-constraining, because their upper houses are less unrepresentative and less powerful.”7


    On paper the Federation Council would appear to be a powerful body. According to Article 102 of the Russian Constitution, the following issues are within the competence of the Chamber:


    


    
      	• Approval of changes to borders between the subjects of the Federation;


      	• Approval of Presidential Decrees on the introduction of martial law or the state of emergency;


      	• Taking decisions on whether the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation should be used outside the territory of the Russian Federation;


      	• Declaring the date of Presidential elections;


      	• Impeachment of the President of the Russian Federation;


      	• Appointment of judges to the Constitutional Court, the Supreme Court and the Higher Arbitration Court of the Russian Federation;


      	• Appointment and dismissal of the Procurator-General of the Russian Federation; and


      	• Appointment and dismissal of the Deputy-Chairman and half the members of the Accounting Chamber of the Russian Federation.8

    


    


    However, as demonstrated below, in practice, the Federation Council has failed to act as a true representative of the regions in federal policy-making or to provide an effective check on executive power. Under Putin there has been a de-regionalization of the Chamber, which is now dominated by former members of the state bureaucracy, regional executives, and entrepreneurs from Moscow and St. Petersburg. Moreover, the independence of the Council has been seriously compromised by the domination of members of United Russia (the “party of power”) who in October 2011 made up 82 percent (136 of 166) of its members.9 The share of United Russia members in the Council is even higher than that in the State Duma, making it virtually a one-party Chamber.


    Methods of Appointment


    According to the Russian Constitution, the Federation Council consists of “two representatives from each component of the Russian Federation; one each from the representative and executive bodies of state power” (Article 95). However, the Constitution did not stipulate the precise method by which members were to be chosen. In 1993, members of the first Council were elected via national elections. New methods of choosing members came into force under Yeltsin in 1996,10 under Putin in 2002,11 and under Medvedev in January 2011. Further amendments to Medvedev’s reform were adopted in October 2011 and these also are now in force.12


    Method of Election/Appointment under Yeltsin


    From 1993 to 1996


    The members of the first Federation Council were elected directly in December 1993, with each region consisting of a two-mandate electoral district. However, the first convocation lasted for only two years in accordance with the transitional articles of the Constitution. It is important to note that even this first convocation could not be considered a truly democratic institution. On the contrary, the Council was seen as a forum representing regional ruling elites rather than facilitating free competition among political forces. The widespread practice of regional governors and other high-ranking officials choosing to run for seats illustrated this problem. Moreover, our calculations show that the Federation Council which was elected in 1993 included 40 officials nominated by the President (31 regional governors, four mayors, five presidential representatives to the regions), which comprised almost one quarter of the total number of senators.13 The competition among parties was low at this time for two reasons. Firstly, the party system in 1993 had only started to form and parties were weak and fragmented. Secondly, the formal principle of regional representation in the Federation Council forbids any structuring of the Chamber on a party basis, and no party factions are permitted.14 This restriction explains why a majority of candidates running for seats were governors and members of their clienteles (who were chosen to fill the second post from each region). In some regions there was fierce competition between competing clienteles and opposition forces. However, although the Federation Council at this time appeared to have been democratically elected, in reality it was dependent on presidential power. Under such conditions, the president was able to ensure that his protégé Vladimir Shumeiko, a former Russian deputy prime minister, was elected as speaker.


    



    


    From 1996 until 2002


    From 1996 until 2002, the heads of the legislative and executive branches of government in each region were granted ex-officio membership in the Council. Thus, during this period, the Council was indirectly elected, and was comprised of governors and the chairmen of regional legislatures. Members of the Council could retain their seats as long as they held their regional posts. Initially, Yeltsin was able to exert a powerful influence over the work of the Federation Council as he had the power to directly appoint the governors. However, in the mid-1990s, the president was forced to relinquish his powers of gubernatorial appointment, allowing the governors to be elected directly by their constituents, which seriously weakened his ability to control the Upper Chamber.


    The authority of the Federation Council during this period was weakened by the fact that most of its members were too preoccupied with their duties in the regions to attend its sessions and/or carry out their legislative duties on a regular basis. Up until 2002 the Council met for only one or a few days each month, hardly sufficient time to initiate and consider legislation. Thus, the Council adopted many laws passed by the Duma without proper scrutiny.15 Another sign of the weakness of the Federation Council was its failure to use its right of legislative initiative. Thus, “only about 7 percent of draft laws prepared by the upper chamber and its members in 1994-8 passed all stages of the legislative process and were adopted as federal laws.”16 Nonetheless, during this period the Council acted as a forum for the airing of regional interests in the center. Popularly-elected governors and speakers of regional assemblies were able to defend the interests of their regions. Thus, for example, the Council successfully thwarted the adoption of a number of key laws which would have tightened up center-periphery relations and reduced the powers of the regions vis-à-vis the center.


    Methods of Appointment under Putin


    In August 2000 Putin oversaw the adoption of legislation which stripped the governors and chairs of regional assemblies of their ex officio right to sit in the Federation Council. These regional leaders were subsequently replaced (from January 2002) with full time “delegates,” chosen by the regional assemblies and chief executives.


    Chairs of the assemblies chose candidates from the regional assemblies who were then confirmed by a secret ballot vote among the deputies.17 In theory, groups of not less than one third of a chamber’s deputies could propose alternative candidates, but this provision has rarely been put into practice. Before the December 2011 elections, United Russia held a majority of seats in 82 of Russia’s 83 regional assemblies, and a plurality in one (St. Petersburg). After the December 2011 regional elections, the number of regions where United Russia does not hold a majority increased only slightly. The opposition often does not even control a third of the seats, which would enable it to propose an alternative candidate, and to date it has never been able to elect its own senators. Moreover, the process of nominating candidates has been dominated by the speakers of the regional assemblies, all of whom are currently members or supporters of United Russia. As a result, the voting procedures in the legislatures have become mere formalities. In such a situation, the most interesting part of the selection process is when the choice of candidates is drawn up, rather than the actual elections.


    Candidates from the regional executive branch were to be chosen by the governors subject to a veto by two thirds of the deputies in the assemblies (later even the right to this veto was abolished). However, in practice, regional legislatures have never been able to muster the two thirds votes necessary to block the nomination of the governors’ candidates.


    As a result of these reforms, it is not surprising that we now have a much more compliant and passive body that acts more as a champion of the federal center in the regions than a representative of the regions at the center. Thus, for example, whereas during the late-Yeltsin period (1996-9), the Federation Council rejected approximately 23 percent of the legislation that reached it from the State Duma, since Putin came to power in 2000, the Federation Council has turned into a “a kind of legislative conveyor belt.”18 All bills, even those that directly infringe upon regional interests, are quickly considered and approved.19 In the summer of 2002 deputies even supported changes to the law on the police, which rescinded the governor’s powers of appointment of top regional law-enforcement officials. In 2004 the Council ratified Putin’s legislation abolishing the direct election of governors and over the period 2003-6, the Council also ratified a series of laws which substantially weakened the powers of the republics and regions.20


    In July 2007 new legislation placed a ten-year residency obligation on new members of the Council. However, the law, which was highly controversial and full of loopholes, was in force for just a few years before it was rescinded by President Dmitry Medvedev in 2010. Thus, for example, the residency requirement did not apply to acting senators if they ran for a new term in the same region. Another exemption reflected the rising influence of military and security elites under Putin. The new law did not apply to those who had served for more than 10 years in the armed forces, the police (militia), the prosecutors’ office, penitentiary system, and the anti-narcotics agency. Indeed, the exemptions in the law were so numerous that the vast majority of senators were able to win new terms in office. Moreover, under the new rules, high-ranking members of the security bodies (siloviki) could now become senators without any legal barriers (see below).


    Changes under Medvedev


    In his speech to both chambers of the Federal Assembly in November 2008, President Medvedev outlined further new proposals for the method of forming the upper chamber, which came into force on January 1, 2011.21 The Federation Council, he noted, “should be made up only of people elected to the representative assemblies and deputies from the local self-government bodies of the region in question.”22 Furthermore, Medvedev asserted that “the residence requirement that requires members of the Federation Council to have lived for a particular number of years in the region should be abolished. In this way, people who have gone through a procedure of public election, have experience of working with voters and represent not only the regional authorities but most importantly represent the region’s people will work in the Federation Council.”23


    On the surface Medvedev’s reform appears to be democratic, as only elected deputies are permitted to take up seats in the Council. It also appears more representative, as it calls for the mandatory representation of regional politicians. In the second half of 2011, yet one more category of would-be senators was added to the list: members of the State Duma elected from the regional parts of the party lists in the regions in question. However, in practice, Medvedev’s reforms have been neither more democratic nor more representative. Here we have to take into account the far from democratic method of electing deputies to regional and local assemblies and the domination of United Russia in these councils.24 The same is true for the State Duma elections. The simplest way for a candidate to win a place in the Federation Council is to gain a place on United Russia’s party list. Owing to the fact that all regional elections are held on a party list basis (fully or partly), and the State Duma through 2012 was elected on party lists only, there is no need for a candidate to run in a single-mandate district and/or organize a personal election campaign. In 2011, 40 of the would-be senators were elected regional deputies on United Russia’s party lists (see Table 1). Another simple way into the Council was to be elected as a municipal deputy (14 cases out of 60), usually in a small settlement in the countryside. In addition, three United Russia deputies of the State Duma elected in 2007 moved to the Upper Chamber.


    The most important part of the election process takes place in the shadows well before the election itself when candidates compete for their rankings on the party lists. A good example of this was the farcical nature of the election of the current Chair of the Federation Council, Valentina Matvienko, who stood for elections in two St. Petersburg municipal districts and was officially declared to have won 95.61 percent of the votes in the Petrovsky district, and 97.92 percent in the Krasnen’kaya Rechka district. She finally opted to accept a seat in the latter council, but of course, without any intention of ever participating in the work of the local parliament.


    The new laws adopted in 2011 returned us to the initial situation when regional ties did not count for much in the formation of the Federation Council. There is no longer an obligation for a candidate to reside or to have been born in the region to serve as its senator. Nor does being a local give one an advantage in the party list votes. Thus, United Russia can easily include an incumbent senator or a candidate for the post of senator in its regional party lists, no matter where they come from. Under Medvedev regional representation was sacrificed in favor of the representation of elites and the support of incumbents who are loyal to the federal Center.


    To date, 60 senators have been appointed under the new rules, which came into force in January 2011 (see Appendix 1). The failure of Medvedev’s reform can be seen by the fact that only half of these appointees have ties with their regions, while eight have only partial ties and 22 have no ties at all.


    In January 2011, the regions also regained powers to dismiss their senators taking this power from the speaker. Previously, only the Federation Council Speaker could initiate the dismissal of a senator, by filing a complaint to the regional authorities or lawmakers. These developments have undoubtedly weakened the powers of the Chair of the Federation Council to influence the selection and dismissal of members.


    The De-Regionalization of the Federation Council


    Our study of the career backgrounds of the members of the Federation Council also confirms that there has been what Vladimir Leksin terms a “de-regionalization” of the upper chamber, which is now dominated by elites from Moscow and St. Petersburg (see details below).25


    After the new law on the Federation Council was adopted in 2000, it became clear that it was the federal government which had the real power to select new senators. At the same time, political clans and business groups were able to forge informal ties with regional authorities in an attempt to promote their candidates. The new reality reflected the centralization of Russian politics in two dimensions. First, in center-regional political relations after Putin’s reforms, when the regions lost much of their independence in decision-making. The second and more constant factor has been the inequality of resources in center-periphery relations, which led to a situation whereby political and economic groups coming from Moscow and St. Petersburg could promote their senators much more easily than their regional counterparts.


    Regional elites also changed their ways of thinking when they realized that powerful entrepreneurs from outside their localities could act as effective lobbyists in Moscow.26 Thus, in many cases, regions “chose” Moscow insiders and/or high-ranking entrepreneurs from the capital as their new senators rather than local notables. As Thomas Remington observed, “in 2003 regions drew heavily on Moscow-based officials for their representatives. Overall, 45 percent of the 165 members where prior residence could be determined were Moscow-based.”27 In addition, by 2006 elites from the two “capital cities,” Moscow and St. Petersburg, dominated the leadership of the Federation Council.28


    As a result, the share of senators who had never lived or worked in the regions they represented skyrocketed and in the period 2006-08 exceeded half of the members of the upper chamber (see Figure 1).29 This figure peaked in 2007 (at the time of new Duma elections and towards the end of Putin’s second term) and started to decrease, but did not fall sharply after the introduction of the new residence requirements which, as we noted above were largely ineffective. Under Medvedev the share of “authentic” regional representatives increased slightly but this was more to do with the delayed impact of Putin’s reforms than the new electoral requirements introduced by Medvedev in 2011.


    



    Figure 1. Share of “Vikings” (“Outsiders”) and “Locals” in the Federation Council (%)
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    Source: Calculated by the authors from the biographies of members of the Federation Council.


    



    


    In our study, we divided senators into three groups regarding their regional affiliation, “outsiders”, “locals” and, “intermediates.” We took into consideration their biographical ties with the region (place of birth, places of education and work, and other cases of permanent residence). According to our study, as of January 2012, almost 43 percent of the senators still had no ties with the regions where they were nominated. About 46 percent were rooted in the regional elite and worked and lived in the region at the time of their nomination.30 The intermediate category refers to those individuals who either left the region some time before their nomination (in some cases, a considerable time ago), or those who came to the region only a short time (1-2 years) before their nomination and therefore cannot be considered as true locals.


    Moreover, we should also note that a similar division applies to the six members of the top leadership of the Federation Council, of which three have close connections to the regions, which they represent. Mironov, the Chair of the Federation Council (until his ouster in May 2011), made his career in St. Petersburg. The same applies to his successor Matvienko, a former St. Petersburg governor. Deputy Chair Vyacheslav Shtyrov had a long association with the Republic of Sakha where he rose to the post of president of the republic and Deputy Chair Ilyas Umakhanov had close ties with the Republic of Dagestan, where he became deputy chair of the Government. The other three, First Deputy Chair Alexander Torshin, and the deputy chairs of the Council, Yury Vorob’ev and Svetlana Orlova, are “outsiders” from the regions where they were nominated.


    In his 2003 study of the Federation Council, Remington found “evidence that regions sought some balance in their delegations in types of career experience, and that the presidential administration sought to balance representation regionally, by career sector, by business sector and perhaps even by patronage networks.”31 This is an excellent point, as it reflects a key aim of Kremlin policy. However, we cannot be sure that the selection of senators was so sophisticatedly and successfully managed by the Presidential Administration. In some regions the choice of senator was decided only after a protracted struggle between powerful competing elites, whilst in other cases regional authorities have been more or less left free to choose their senators.


    Our study also shows that there has been a change in the balance between “locals” and “outsiders.” The prevalence of “outsiders” was more typical for the period 2006-08, after which the “locals” fought back in the wake of the introduction of residence requirements, and the influx into the Council of regional retirees under Medvedev, who removed many governors. In 2011, with the introduction of new electoral criteria, there has been a new, but small, rise in the overall share of locals in the Council (see Figure 1).


    It is also important to mention the differences between “privileged” regions, which have been granted informal rights to choose senators for themselves, and “unprivileged” regions. In most cases the “privileged” regions are those with the most powerful elites and the largest economic resources. Senators representing these regions come from local elites and are chosen by the regional authorities themselves with little or no interference from the federal center (e.g., Moscow City and the Republic of Tatarstan). “Locals” also represent the City of St. Petersburg. In addition, the federal center gives such “privileges” to the republics of the North Caucasus, where it has proved very difficult to nominate outsiders of Russian nationality. The converse situation is found in the most economically impoverished and dependent regions of Central Russia. This is true for Lipetsk, Ryazan’, and Tambov regions in central Russia, and for the regions of Novgorod, Penza, and Magadan. But, under the current, highly centralized, system of inter-governmental relations, almost no region has been left completely free of interference from above. In some ethnic regions such as Altai, Mary-El, Khakasiya, and the Nenets Autonomous Okrug, “outsiders” are the norm. Even in Ingushetiya an outsider was introduced in 2011. Outsiders can also be found in rather wealthy regions, such as Vologda and Rostov Oblast’.


    Before residence requirements took force, there was even a phenomenon that we term “travelling” senators. In our study, we counted at least 16 cases where senators changed their region in order to hold on to their posts in the Federation Council. Often, such cases arose as a result of a change of power in the region (if the patron of the previous senator left) or because of a deterioration of the relations between the regional elites and the senators. For example, Rafrat Altynbaev used to be one of the leading politicians in his native Tatarstan and was even considered a potential candidate for the post of president of the republic. In 2001, President Mintimer Shaimiev sent him to the Federation Council, but later Altynbaev was forced to find another region and he became the senator representing Ryazan region in central Russia. He is one of those senators who lost his original regional power base, but was still able to become one of the most influential members of the Council under Mironov. The list of “travelling” senators also includes Lyudmila Narusova, the widow of the former Mayor of St. Petersburg, Anatoly Sobchak. She worked as a senator representing Tuva’s Parliament, which was openly unhappy with her (in)activities. As a result, she moved to her native Bryansk region where she was able to meet its residence requirements. In some cases, senators were able to stay in the same region if they changed the regional branch of power (executive or legislative) which they represented. We counted nine such cases.32


    Bicameralism and Ethnic Representation


    From a positive perspective, federalism is a source of empowerment for regional groups as it protects minorities from the tyranny of the majority. Furthermore, as Daniel Kempton notes, “By providing a democratic alternative to nation-statehood, federalism provides a viable alternative to regional secession and the potential disintegration of multinational states.”33 Scholars of federalism have also pointed its success in such diverse countries as Canada, Belgium, India, Malaysia, Nigeria, Spain and South Africa.


    In Russia, the Federation Council plays an important role in providing representation to the titular nationalities in the ethnically-defined regions. In such cases, regional elites decide informally how to divide their two Senate seats between their ethnic groups. In the two Russian republics which have two titular ethnic groups, the selection process is easier to manage than in those regions where there are larger numbers of ethnic minorities. Thus, for example, in Karachaevo-Cherkessiya, one senator usually represents the Karachai people who account for more than 40 percent of the republic’s population, and the other usually comes from the Circassian minority.34 At the individual level, however, changes are possible, and there is often a struggle within each ethnic group over who should gain the senator’s seat. In most cases entrepreneurs have been key players in this struggle. For example, the Circassian family of Derevs, owners of one of the biggest regional companies “Merkuriy,” formerly were represented by (the late) Stanislav Derev. His brother Vyacheslav competed for the senator’s seat in 2010, but was unsuccessful. However, he succeeded in 2011, when the republican president was replaced. The Karachai were long represented by the influential businessman Ratmir Aybazov, who lost his seat in 2011 and was replaced by another Karachai, Murat Suyunchev.


    Neighbouring Kabardino-Balkariya is another good example of a region where the seats in the Senate have been shared between the two titular nationalities. This republic is more politically stable, and the process of choosing senators has been less competitive than in Karachaevo-Cherkessiya. The executive power of the republic has always been represented in the Federation Council by the Balkarians (the ethnic balance was enforced by the fact that the ethnic Kabardinian president nominated the ethnic Balkarian senator), while the Kabardinians have represented the legislative branch. However, it should also be noted that the second-largest ethnic group in Karachaevo-Cherkessiya and Kabardino-Balkariya, the Russians, has never been represented in the Federation Council.


    In republics with large Russian populations, it would be logical to suppose that the two seats in the Federation Council would naturally be split between the titular ethnic group and the Russians. But such a situation is typically found only in Tatarstan, where the ethnic Russian senators have usually been representatives of the legislative branch. However, at the end of 2011 this tradition was brought to an end when ethnic Tatars received both of the regional slots.


    There are also a number of republics where the regional authorities do not appear to have sought to balance the ethnic representation in the upper chamber. In some cases titular groups are not represented at all and/or all the senators come from Moscow (e.g., the Republic of Mary-El). Alternatively, both senators may come from the titular ethnic group (e.g., Chechen Republic, North Ossetiya).


    The function of ethnic representation is extremely important, but also difficult to implement in multi-ethnic Dagestan, where there are over 30 ethnic groups. Nevertheless, one of the seats has traditionally been occupied by a Dargin (the second-largest ethnic group), and in this case by the same person (Ilyas Umakhanov since 2001, representing the republic’s executive branch and holding the post of deputy speaker). The second seat has usually been held by the Kumyks (the third-largest group). However, in 2008 the second seat went to the Lezghin, Suleiman Kerimov who is one of the most prominent businessmen in Russia (the Lezghins are the fourth-largest group).


    The balance of seats in the Federation Council should be seen as part of a much wider distribution of posts in these republics. For example, the largest ethnic group in Dagestan, the Avars, has not been granted representation in the Federation Council since Putin’s reforms. However, they have held top posts in the republic. Thus, for example, the ethnic Avar, Mukhu Aliyev, was a speaker of the republican parliament, then the president of the republic, and after the end of his term, another ethnic Avar, Magomed Abdulaev, became prime-minister. At the same time, the Dargins have held presidential office twice (before and after Aliyev). The prime ministers traditionally came from the Kumyks, but recently a representative of this ethnic group gained the position of speaker, instead. In other words, the Dargins have enjoyed the best of both worlds, being represented in both the highest positions in the republic and in the Federation Council. The nomination of Kerimov was at his own initiative, but it was also a kind of Lezgin “revenge,” since this ethnic group has been consistently under-represented in the republic.


    However, the function of more or less (un)even ethnic representation in the Federation Council is significant for just a handful of republics. These are the three multiethnic Caucasian republics and Tatarstan, where the authorities take the issue of ethnopolitics seriously. It should be noted that most senators are unknown to the public and their ethnic affiliation is not seen as an important factor in their appointments. The republican authorities, in their turn, are often more interested in cultivating relations with prominent Muscovites than in promoting their kith and kin. For some Caucasian republics, this means that the senators are recruited not from the republic itself, but from the Moscow ethnic Diaspora (this is the case in the Chechen Republic, Ingushetiya, and Dagestan). As noted above, many republics have preferred federal politicians and businesspersons as their senators. For example, the republic of Tuva was represented for many years by the business tycoon Sergei Pugachev, and Narusova.


    Gender


    The representation of women in the upper chamber has traditionally been tiny and currently there are just 10 female senators who make up just 6 percent of the Council’s members. Nevertheless, the distribution of leadership positions follows the Soviet tradition of giving some representation to women. One of the five deputy chairs of the Council is a female (Orlova) and the current chair of the Council is a female (Matviyenko).


    Representatives of Former Members of the State Bureaucracy


    One of the supposed advantages of the new system of appointing the Federation Council, which came into operation in 2002, was that it removed members of the executive branch from the Chamber. Making the governors ex-officio members from 1996 until 2002 violated the principle of the separation of powers. However, a study of the current membership shows that there are a large number of Council members who made their careers in the executive branch. Our study shows that approximately half of the senators worked in the state or municipal service at the time of their nominations (including military service). Former state bureaucrats hold the largest number of seats, followed by entrepreneurs. Even such a high ranking member of the Soviet nomenklatura as former Chair of the USSR Council of Ministers Nikolay Ryzhkov is still a senator (from Belgorod region).


    The Federation Council also serves an important function as a place of “soft” retirement or “temporary placement” for members of the power ministries and military elite. Currently there are ten members of the Council who made their careers in the these bodies, including: the former powerful minister of internal affairs Vladimir Rushailo, two first deputy ministers of internal affairs, Vladimir Fedorov and Alexander Chekalin, Deputy General Prosecutor Yury Biryukov, Commander-in-Chief of the Air Defense Nikolay Frolov, and First Deputy Minister of Justice Alexander Savenkov. In actual fact, the number of former military officers in the Federation Council is much larger, as many former government officers from both the federal and regional levels previously served in the military. Figure 2 shows an influx of members from the power ministries (siloviki) into the Federation Council. They did not have to meet the residence requirements, which is why the growth of their number has been almost uninterrupted, and the Federation Council has become a place for many retirees from the top brass.


    



    


    


    Figure 2. Number of Former Professional Military Servicemen in the Federation Council


    


    [image: 2433.png] Source: Calculated by the authors from the biographies of members of the Federation Council.


    



    The Representation of Governors and Deputy Governors


    Under Medvedev, the accommodation of members of the older generation and politicians who were out of favor in the Upper Chamber became more pronounced (see Figure 3). This can be seen most clearly with regard to governors. Frequently, a new governor will nominate his predecessor to be his representative in the Federation Council. This practice has become common as it helps to smooth the painful process of changing power in the region. Currently there are 17 former governors in the Federation Council (their highest number was 18 in 2011).


    Former governors are often considered high-ranking politicians, and once in office they are usually able to prolong their terms two or three times. For example, Valery Sudarenkov has held a post in the Federation Council since he resigned from the governorship of Kaluga Oblast’ in 2000. Newcomers to the Council, who have been appointed since Medvedev became president in 2008, include several experienced former governors, such as Eduard Rossel’ from Sverdlovsk Oblast’, Yury Neelov from the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Vladimir Fedorov from Chuvashiya, and Konstantin Titov from Samara Oblast’.


    



    Figure 3. Number of Former Governors in the Federation Council
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    Source: Calculated by the authors from the biographies of members of the Federation Council.


    



    


    In addition, the Federation Council is packed with a large number of former deputy governors. Usually, they are posted to the Council in “honorable retirement” and sometimes they continue to play an important role as regional lobbyists. The most interesting example here is that of Yury Luzhkov, the former Mayor of Moscow City, who posted prominent members of his “old guard,” Boris Nikol’sky and Oleg Tolkachev, to the Federation Council. In 2010, his successor Sergey Sobyanin nominated one of the key figures from Luzhkov’s former administration, Yury Roslyak, as the new representative of Moscow City’s executive branch. It should be noted that Roslyak was considered at this time to be the likely successor to Luzhkov, and therefore not surprisingly, Sobyanin decided to remove this potential rival from his administration. Thus, “out” in Russian politics often means a move to a seat in the Federation Council.


    In neighboring Moscow Oblast’ a similar political reshuffle took place in 2009, which led to the resignation of Oleg Panteleev, the second-ranking person in the regional government, who became the senator from the Nenets Autonomous Okrug (as a former military officer he could be appointed to any region). In addition, we should note some examples from the republics of the North Caucasus, where it has been common practice to send retiring prime ministers to the Federation Council (e.g., Zaynalov followed by Aliyev in Dagestan, Khusein Chechenov in Kabardino-Balkariya).


    As a result of these and similar developments the share of “pensioners” in the Federation Council increased (see Figure 4).


    


    



    Figure 4. Average Age of Federation Council Members
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    Source: Calculated by the authors from the biographies of members of the Federation Council.


    



    


    However, a post in the upper chamber can sometimes be a stepping-stone to the office of governor (and also to mayor’s and assembly speakers’ offices, see below), though such cases are rare and relevant primarily for influential senators of St. Petersburg origin. In 2010, the Karelian Senator Andrey Nelidov (a businessman and politician from St. Petersburg) replaced Sergey Katanandov as regional governor. The same happened in Irkutsk region in 2009. Here the experienced and influential senator Dmitry Mezentsev was chosen by Medvedev to become the new governor. Mezentsev was formerly a prominent figure in St. Petersburg, where he worked together with Putin in the government of Anatoly Sobchak. In the Federation Council, he was a deputy speaker. A similar example can also be found in Pskov region where Andrey Turchak, another previous member of the St. Petersburg elite, became a senator in 2007 and a governor in 2009. Here we can detect an interesting pattern: an “outsider,” representing the St. Petersburg elite, becomes a senator in a different region and subsequently is promoted to the office of regional governor. Other notable examples of members of the Federation Council who went on to become governors are to be found in Amur, Kostroma and Smolensk regions.


    The Representation of Mayors and Regional Assembly Speakers


    In addition, the Federation Council can employ the former mayors of large cities. For example, the previously mentioned Mezentsev nominated Irkutsk Mayor Vladimir Yakubovsky to be his successor in the Federation Council, while he tried (unsuccessfully) to replace him with another more loyal mayor. Another interesting example is that of Yekaterinburg, where in 2010 Mayor Arkady Chernetsky was moved to a post in the Federation Council in order to allow the new Governor Alexander Misharin to consolidate his political control over the city. Ironically this led to a situation whereby two bitter rivals, Rossel’, the former governor of the region, and Chernetsky, the former mayor, both ended up in the Federation Council (representing the executive and legislative branches of the region, respectively). The Federation Council also played an important role in the transfer of power in Perm’ in 2010-11. Here, Governor Oleg Chirkunov transferred Perm Mayor Igor’ Shubin to the Federation Council in order to enforce his political control over city on the eve of the next electoral cycle. On the other hand, there is only one example in which a senator has moved to the post of mayor – Igor’ Pushkarev from Vladivostok.


    The number of former speakers has fallen sharply compared to the early 2000s. Over the period 2000-2001, a rather large group of speakers decided to remain in the Federation Council and not to return to their regions. This fact points to the low informal status of regional speakers (governors at the time of the 2000-2001 reform decided to stay governors). However, usually their posts in the Federation Council were short-lived and lasted for just one term. The only example of a former speaker who performed well in the Federation Council is Viktor Ozerov from Khabarovsk Kray. He became senator in 1996, when he was elected speaker of the regional legislature. He heads the Committee on Defense and Security. Currently, there are only four other former regional speakers in the Federation Council.


    Representatives from the Business Elite


    Acting as a forum for elite recruitment from among the business elite has become one of the most important functions of the Federation Council. As of Fall 2011, about one third of the senators were private entrepreneurs or former managers in private or state companies (see Figure 4). Biographical analysis shows many cases of individuals transferring from business to political posts and back. In our study, we count as members of the business elite those who led their own private businesses before becoming senators or held significant positions in state or private enterprises. However, most members of the Russian political elite have business connections.


    The largest group of entrepreneurs comes from Moscow and St. Petersburg. Thus, for example, by 2011 the Federation Council had become the main place of work for such rich and famous entrepreneurs as Suleyman Kerimov (Nafta Moscow), Akhmed Bilalov (state enterprise Resorts of the North Caucasus and a private business building Olympic sites), Aleksey Ananyev (Promsvyaz’bank, media resources), Andrey Molchanov (LSR, a leading construction and development group in St. Petersburg), Andrey Gur’yev (Fosagro, largest producer of fertilizers), Vadim Moshkovich (Rusagro, agriculture, sugar production, and construction business), Vitaly Malkin (Impexbank, previously Rossiisky Credit Bank), Sergey Bazhanov (International Bank of St Petersburg), Leonid Lebedev (Syntez group), Pavel Maslovsky (Petropavlovsk group). Many of these senators hold high rankings in the Forbes list of billionaires. In the 2011 Forbes Rating, five current and two former senators hit the top 100 (Kerimov was 19th, Molchanov 34th, Guryev 41st, Ananyev 49th, and Moshkovich 61st; former senators Fetisov and Komarov were 63rd and 97th respectively). It is typical that only one State Duma deputy (from the 2007-2011 convocation) made it into the top 100.35


    



    


    Figure 5. Number of Federation Council Members Closely Affiliated with Business (Entrepreneurs, Top Managers)
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    Source: Calculated by the authors from the biographies of membersof the Federation Council.


    



    In addition, we should also note Akhmet Palankoev (Acropolis group), Sergey Lisovsky (agriculture), Valentin Zavadnikov (alcohol production, agriculture), Rafil Safin (formerly LUKOIL shareholder and top manager), Nikolay Ol’shansky (fertilizers), Oleg Yeremeev (insurance), Vitaly Bogdanov (media), Oleg Tkach (publishing), Boris Shpigel’, Anatoly Bondaruk, and Alexander Ter-Avanesov — all of these businessmen are based in Moscow. Among the leading businessmen coming from regions outside the cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg, the most famous is Derev — Karachaevo-Cherkesiya (mineral water and other sectors).


    A key reason why entrepreneurs seek membership in the upper chamber is to gain access to the top decision-making bodies in the federal executive. Sometimes senators also seek to increase their business ties with the regional authorities whom they represent. Or if they have political interests, senators may use their position in the Federation Council to create their own local support groups in the regions in order to gain influence over the regional political agenda (Kerimov in Dagestan is a good example as he promotes his clients to different political posts in his native republic) or even to make a bid for the post of regional governor.


    Entrepreneurs are “ideal” senators for the current Federation Council as they have ample resources to promote themselves, and they are often viewed by local elites as effective lobbyists. Legally senators are not allowed to engage in entrepreneurial and other paid activities, or to be a member of the board of directors of commercial enterprises. In reality, however, senators find ways to avoid these legal limitations, and most of them do not even hide their business activities. However, the share of businesspersons among senators began to fall after hitting its peak in the period 2004-08. Compared to previous years, the current Federation Council can be seen as being much more of a club for regional and military retirees than for representatives of the business elite (see Figures 2 and 3).


    Analyzing the limitations to the scope of business interests in the Federation Council, it is important to mention that no business group in Russia can create even the smallest “faction” in the upper chamber. Technically, it is impossible for any single business group to win enough seats in the Council to create a powerful lobby. Besides, entrepreneurs in the Federation Council have to be politically loyal to the Kremlin, otherwise they risk being dismissed. Some attempts were made to create such business factions in the early 2000s, when business elites were more independent from the state. At that time, the giant oil company YUKOS was the most active in this field. One of its leading figures, Leonid Nevzlin, became a senator from Mordoviya (representing the executive branch) in 2001.36 In 2003, Nevzlin resigned from the Federation Council, giving his place to another YUKOS top manager Anatoly Bychkov, who hung on until 2004. However, during Putin’s second term (2004-08), the largest business groups turned away from the Federation Council, regarding its status as too low. In the wake of the YUKOS affair, they were reluctant to play an active political role, following the authorities’ clear signal to focus on business issues instead.


    Among the oligarchic groups that rose up under Yeltsin and were represented in the Federation Council were representatives of Oleg Deripaska. His close partner Arkady Sarkisyan, who was a representative from the Khakassian Parliament from 2001 until 2006, was the head of one of the principal aluminum factories situated in Khakassyia. The governor of Samara Oblast’ also chose another prominent employee in Deripaska’s business, German Tkachenko, as his senator in 2001. The Sibneft’ group of Roman Abramovich was represented by Valery Oyf, the senator from Omsk, where the company was registered. Later, when Abramovich became the governor of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, he appointed one of his associates, Yefim Malkin to the Federation Council.


    Our research suggests that the representation of business in the Federation Council is primarily driven by the personal decisions of individual entrepreneurs rather than organized as some form of corporate representation. This conclusion is proven by the extremely low representation of the largest business groups and state corporations. Executives from leading companies in the oil, gas, coal, ferrous or non-ferrous metals sectors are not currently represented in the Federation Council. With power concentrated in the executive branch, it makes little sense for such large concerns to seek representation in what has become a rather weak, rubber stamp chamber. Moreover, one, two, or three senators coming from even the most powerful business groups are unlikely to be able to exert much influence over the policy-making process. Thus, by 2011, there were just a handful of representatives of the largest business groups; Nikolay Kosarev (a former member of the Interros group, who represents Tambov Oblast’) and Vladimir Dzhabarov, a top manager in the renowned investment company Troika Dialog (representing the Jewish Autonomous Oblast’).


    Large state enterprises are also unwilling to promote their leaders to the Federation Council. One of the rare exceptions to this rule has been the diamond producer ALROSA, where Alexander Matveev, the senator from Yakutiya, has been a representative since 2003. The representation of ALROSA is logical as the company is based in Yakutiya and its members are deeply integrated into the regional elite and play an active role in the affairs of the region.


    Conclusion


    As Watts notes, “In those federations where the members of the federal second chamber are directly elected, generally they are representative of the interests of the regional electorates [but]… where senators are appointed by the federal government, as in Canada and Malaysia, or where the Center has a major influence over their appointment, they have had the least credibility as spokespersons for regional interests, even when they are residents of the regions they represent.”37 As we have demonstrated, the methods of appointing members of the Federation Council under Putin and Medvedev have largely failed to provide meaningful representation of the regions in the Federation Council.


    Since Putin came to power in 2000, we have witnessed the de-regionalization of the Upper Chamber. The large number of outsiders and “travelling senators” who currently hold seats in the Federation Council and who sit alongside large contingents of former members of the federal bureaucracy and entrepreneurs from Moscow and St. Petersburg has seriously undermined one of King’s key prerequisites for a federation, namely “the legislative entrenchment” of the regions in central decision-making.38 The Council has largely been reduced to a forum, which provides symbolic representations of different elites, including ethnic groups, and a honorable retirement for former notables of the political establishment.


    



    


    Figure 6. Share of Incumbents Appointed for New Terms
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    Source: web-site of the Federation Council www.council.gov.ru


    



    


    There has been a sharp drop in the number of legislative initiatives from the upper chamber which have been successfully adopted as laws and the number of bills vetoed by the Federation Council has been steadily falling as well. Whereas the upper chamber vetoed 89 bills in 1997, this number has fallen to between 3 and 6 bills per year since 2003. No draft federal laws were vetoed by the Council in the Spring Session of 2011.39


    Toward the end of Medvedev’s terms, there were major changes in the composition of the Federation Council. Over the period 2010-11 more than a half of the senators were replaced. Figure 6 shows that the power of incumbency started falling in 2011 and the rapid turnover of members has led to the replacement of the Council’s speaker and other leadership posts. But this sharp rise in the turnover of Council members did not appear to increase the status and powers of the Chamber. It is important to note that Putin created new competing bodies, such as the State Council and the Council of Legislators, which have usurped many of the functions of the Federation Council. Moreover, while party factions are not permitted in the upper chamber, it is nonetheless dominated by members of United Russia. Such developments have turned the Council into a passive body which is rapidly becoming a representative of the federal center in the regions — rather than a champion of the regions in the center.


    



    


    


    Appendix 1: Members of the Federation Council Appointed under Medvedev’s New Rules in 2011


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Name

          

          	
            Date and Length of Appointment

          

          	
            Region

          

          	
            Branch


            of Power

          

          	
            Incum-bent Senator

          

          	
            Elected Post

          

          	
            Reg-ional Affil-


            iation

          
        


        
          	
            Abramov, V.S.

          

          	
            20.12.2011 – July 2016

          

          	
            Tver’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            State Duma

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Aksakov, V.Ye.

          

          	
            29.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Moscow Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (former speaker) (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Belousov, S.V.

          

          	
            20.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Altayskiy Kray

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Bilalov, A.G.

          

          	
            10 October 2011 - April 2012

          

          	
            Krasnodar Kray

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (deputy speaker) (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Bondaruk, A.M

          

          	
            15.03.11-July 2015

          

          	
            Bashkortostan

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Borisov, A.A.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Pskov Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Chernetsky, A.M.

          

          	
            27.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Sverdlovsk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Chilingarov, A.N.

          

          	
            14.11.2011 – August 2016

          

          	
            Tula Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Solopenskoye rural settlement, three-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Chub, V.F.

          

          	
            24.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Murmansk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Varzuga rural settlement, three-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Derev V.E.

          

          	
            7.04.2011 – March 2016

          

          	
            Republic of Karachai-Cherkessiya

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (single-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Dzhabarov, V.M.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Jewish autonomous oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Fetisov, V.A.

          

          	
            16.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Primorsky Kray

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Gorbunov, G.A.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Astrakhan’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            municipal council (Limansky rayon, two-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Ivanov, N.B.

          

          	
            21.12.2011 – October 2013

          

          	
            Ingushetiya

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Ol’getti rural settlement, United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Kavdzharadze, M.G.

          

          	
            13.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Lipestk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Kazakovtsev, O.A.

          

          	
            28.04.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Kirov Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Kerimov, S.A.

          

          	
            31.03.2011-March 2016

          

          	
            Republic of Dagestan

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Kosarev, N.V.

          

          	
            30.03.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Tambov Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            Regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Krivitsky, D.B.

          

          	
            26.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Novgorod Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Lebedev, L.L.

          

          	
            22.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Chuvashiya

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            municipal council (Shumerlya rural settlement, single-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Lisitsyn, A.I.

          

          	
            22.11.2011 – March 2013

          

          	
            Yaroslavl’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            State Duma

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Lityushkin, V.V.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Mordoviya

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Mayorov A.P.

          

          	
            5.07.2011 – March 2013

          

          	
            Kalmykiya

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            Municipal council (Tsagan Usn rural settlement, three-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Makin, G.I.

          

          	
            2.11.2011 – March 2014

          

          	
            Voronezh Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Malkin, E.N.

          

          	
            29.03.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Chukotka Autonomous Okrug

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Mamedov, S.V.

          

          	
            23.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Samara Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Dva Klyucha rural settlement, single-mandate district, independent)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Maslovsky, P.A.

          

          	
            19.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Amur Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Matvienko V.I.

          

          	
            31.08.11- August 2016

          

          	
            Saint Petersburg

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Krasnen’kaya Rechka, three-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Mingazov, V.V.

          

          	
            01.12.2011 – March 2014

          

          	
            Tatarstan

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (single-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Molchanov, A.Yu.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Leningrad Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Munzuk, G.M

          

          	
            2.04.11-April 2012

          

          	
            Republic of Tuva

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Novikov, V.A.

          

          	
            28.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Krasnoyarsk Kray

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Ol’shanskii, N.M.

          

          	
            20.01.11-March 2015

          

          	
            Voronezh Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Rossosh’ rayon, United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Palankoev, A.M.

          

          	
            23.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Ingushetiya

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Petrov, A.Y.

          

          	
            28.04.11-March 2014

          

          	
            Bryansk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Klimovo settlement, United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Petrov, V.A.

          

          	
            15.04.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Tver’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Pimanov, A.V.

          

          	
            17.01.11-October 2014

          

          	
            Republic of Tuva

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Pichugov, V.A.

          

          	
            6.04.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Khanty-Mansi AO

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Ponomarev, V.A.

          

          	
            28.04.11-


            December 2011; 19.12.2011 – December 2016 (appointed for second term)

          

          	
            Kamchatka Kray

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Ponomarev, M.N.

          

          	
            15.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Tyumen’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Pozhitkov, N.F.

          

          	
            11.05.11-March 2016

          

          	
            Orenburg Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        


        
          	
            Ryazanskii V.V.

          

          	
            23.06.11- March 2016

          

          	
            Kursk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Savinov, G.A.

          

          	
            14.04.11-April 2016

          

          	
            Ulyanovsk Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Ulyanovsk rayon, two-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Samogov, N.A.

          

          	
            24.08.11- March 2016

          

          	
            Adygeya

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Samoylov, Ye.A.

          

          	
            20.12.2011 – March 2015

          

          	
            Komi Republic

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            State Duma

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Scheblygin, S.Ye.

          

          	
            16.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Oryol Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            municipal council (Oryol rayon, single-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Shumeiko, E.A.

          

          	
            21.04.11-March 2015 (replaced then)

          

          	
            Republic of Komi

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Sinyagin, A.M.

          

          	
            28.12.2011 – March 2013

          

          	
            Vladimir Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (deputy speaker) (CPRF party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Skomorokhin, K.B.

          

          	
            13.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Stavropol’ Kray

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Sokin, A.A.

          

          	
            17.03.11-March 2012

          

          	
            Omsk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (city of Omsk, single-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Suyunchev, M.Kh.

          

          	
            7.04.11-March 2014

          

          	
            Republic of Karachai-Cherkessia

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional parliament (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Tyul’panov, V.A.

          

          	
            14.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            St. Petersburg

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (former speaker) (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Udalov, Yu.N.

          

          	
            6.06.2011 – December 2012

          

          	
            Yaroslavl’ Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            municipal council (Dmitrievskoye rural settlement, four-mandate district, United Russia)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Vainberg, A.V.

          

          	
            23.06.2011- March 2016

          

          	
            Nizhny Novgorod Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Vasil’ev, V. N.

          

          	
            29.03.11- December 2015

          

          	
            Ivanovo Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (deputy speaker) (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Vlasenko N.V.

          

          	
            09.06.11- March 2016

          

          	
            Kaliningrad Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Vorobiev, Yu.L.

          

          	
            14.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Vologda Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Yeremeev, O.V.

          

          	
            26.01.2011-March 2015

          

          	
            Ryazan Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            None

          
        


        
          	
            Zhidkikh, V.A.

          

          	
            20.12.2011 – December 2016

          

          	
            Tomsk Oblast’

          

          	
            Legislative

          

          	
            Yes

          

          	
            regional assembly (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Yes

          
        


        
          	
            Zhuravlev, N.A.

          

          	
            18.05.2011 -


            October 2015

          

          	
            Kostroma Oblast’

          

          	
            Executive

          

          	
            No

          

          	
            regional assembly (first deputy speaker) (United Russia party list)

          

          	
            Partial

          
        

      
    


    


    



    Source: Website of the Federation Council, http://council.gov.ru/staff/members/subject280170.html (accessed 14 January 2012), and author’s database.
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    Abstract: This article provides an empirical analysis of the South Caucasus’ post-communist blat – a system of informal inter-personal networks operating on principles emphasizing reciprocal exchanges of favors. An intricate web of blat networks emerged in the Soviet Union as a result of the communist takeover of the public sphere, which in conjunction with the chronic shortage of goods and commodities gave birth to an immense shadow economy in which favors were a key currency. This study argues that blat in the contemporary South Caucasus, far from being a vestige of the communist past, occupies a significant part in political, economic and social life of the region. While there is little doubt that the contemporary informal networking is a legacy of the Soviet era, the blat-culture in the South Caucasus has evolved since the end of Soviet rule from commodities to services. In contrast to blat networking in Russia and other parts of the former Soviet Union, blat in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia is deeply entangled in the kinship and clan politics that pervade the region’s elitist and hierarchical structures. As this study concludes, although blat-based informal networking generates social capital and provides its participants with material and social benefits, it presents a serious challenge for efforts aimed at building democracy and invigorating civil society in the South Caucasus.


    The decades of Soviet rule in the South Caucasus and the subsequent demise of state communism in the early 1990s not only left the region engulfed in armed conflicts sparked by the growth of nationalism, but also affected the post-Soviet societal transition. Economic shortages and ineffective governments, in conjunction with many other plagues of the post-communist transformation in the former Soviet Union, could not but lead to the revival of informal practices and the rise of the informal “economy of favors,” well-known in Soviet times by its popular name – blat. Sustained by paternalistic patron-client relations and a staunch reliance on kinship and clan networks, the shadowy practices of blat, no less than they were in Soviet days, are omnipresent in the contemporary South Caucasus. Yet, blat in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, both as a Soviet legacy and a post-communist phenomenon, is hardly ever discussed, let alone studied in academic literature. In recent decades, scholars have published numerous studies on blat in post-Soviet Russia.1 However, only a handful of research works ever mentioned blat networks in the post-communist Caucasus.2 To date little is known about the exact structure, modes of operation and organization of informal blat networks in the South Caucasus.


    This article incorporates the author’s personal observations of blat practices in post-communist Azerbaijan, multiple conversations with individuals from different parts of the former Soviet Caucasus, and an analysis of representative surveys combined with a review of the relevant academic literature in the field. The bulk of the survey data in this study comes from the Caucasus Barometer Project run by the Caucasus Research Resource Centers (CRRC), a South Caucasus-based research institute, which produces annual nationwide representative surveys in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. This article also relies on public surveys conducted by the Policy, Advocacy and Civil Society Development Project in Georgia (G-PAC), the all-Union representative surveys by the Institute of Sociology at the Academy of Sciences of the USSR, available through the Russian Joint Economic and Sociological Data Archive,3 and to a lesser degree data from the World Values Survey (WVS). For secondary data this study employs literature on social capital and informal networking in the post-communist South Caucasus and Russia, as well as studies examining Soviet informal practices.


    I use the analysis of the post-communist and Soviet survey data and the secondary literature to answer a number of questions: What are the main characteristics of blat networking in the South Caucasus? How different is post-communist blat from its Soviet predecessor? And, why does it continue to persist? In addition to investigating the structure of blat, this study also analyzes whether blat networks serve as an obstacle for the development of independent civil society. In consequence, this paper argues that blat networking is not only uncivil, but that it undermines efforts to invigorate civil society and facilitate democratic processes in the region.


    What is Blat?


    The Soviet term blat, which can be roughly translated into English as “pull,” is a word of many meanings.4 However, in its contemporary interpretation, as a system of reciprocal favors, it entered the Soviet vocabulary in the turbulent 1930s. Systemic shortages of day-to-day goods and services under the planned Stalinist economy sparked the emergence and expansion of blat networks.5 As Fitzpatrick explained:6


    Blat may be defined as a system of reciprocal relationships involving goods and favors that, in contrast to patronage relations, entail equals and are nonhierarchical. As the participants perceive these relationships, their basis was friendship, even if money sometimes changed hands.


    The main principle of blat is inter-personal trust. Thereby, members of blat networks participating in an informal exchanges of favors, commodities and services, are, first of all, part of a close-knit group of trusted people (svoi liudi). As a rule, participation in blat exchanges requires reciprocity of favors. However, return of a favor is not a must, but rather a preferable gesture aimed at securing trust for future exchanges. The main purpose of blat networking is procuring goods and services in short supply. Whereas under communism, blat connections were widely used to obtain such hard-to-find commodities as durables, imported consumer goods, and luxury items constantly absent from the shelves of state-managed shops, contemporary blat ties provide their beneficiaries with jobs, loans and a whole range of informal services in the public and private spheres.


    Admittedly, the informal exchange of favors embedded in private networks is not a phenomenon peculiar to the USSR and its successor states. The growth of bureaucracy, economic shortages, authoritarian state systems and other political, economic or social factors induce the emergence of reciprocal informal networks distributing commodities and services in different corners of the world. The most well-known examples are the good ol’ boy networks in the United States, old boy networks in Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom, confianza in Chile, protetzia in Israel, palanca in Mexico and guanxi in China and Taiwan.7 Yet, apart from the Soviet phenomenon of blat, no other form of reciprocal informal networking in the world is notorious for its omnipresent control of a society and ability to survive and prosper much longer than many other informal networks.


    Blat in the South Caucasus


    In the present-day South Caucasus, the definition of blat has advanced well beyond its original Soviet meaning of a system of informal, reciprocal favors – it is a complex social phenomenon operating at many levels of inter-personal interaction. On the one hand, it serves as social glue bonding informal networks, and, on the other hand, it is enmeshed in kinship, clan and ethnic structures acquiring both political strength and social leverage. With that in mind, this study divides blat networks into four interconnected levels (Figure 1). The first level of analysis begins with the kinship-based blat, encompassing immediate family, extended family and blood relatives. The second level is composed of friendship-centered blat-circles, which include close and distant friends, as well as acquaintances and contacts. The third level entails blat networks based on community, residence and place of origin. The final stage in blat networking rests on principles of ethnicity and/or nationality.


    



    


    Figure 1. Levels of Blat Networking in the South Caucasus
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    Accordingly, at the kinship level, blat is at its strongest. Strong traditional reliance on extended family and other blood relatives in the South Caucasus’s societies places kinship at the first level in the organizational and operational structure of blat networks. The kinship networks are exceptionally elitist and membership in such networks is allocated strictly on the basis of birth or marriage. That level of networking can be characterized by the highest level of bonding social capital and the lowest levels of bridging social capital. As a result, blat is the most influential and powerful at this level. It provides access to the network’s financial assets and opens doors to high-ranking positions in governments and business. While an average household size in the South Caucasus may be limited to four or five persons, the extended family may easily be composed of over thirty people. Thereby, blood relatives form a primary circle of informal networking which functions as a fundamental, albeit primordial, source of social capital. Essentially, the kinship-based blat ensures that the best career opportunities, financial loans or positions in power are allocated to family members. Although representative surveys do not fully capture the shadow principles of blat networks, the Caucasus Barometer data from 2009 to 2011,8 nevertheless, exhibits the considerable importance of contacts and favors in the employment market (Figure 2).


    



    


    Figure 2. The Most Important Factor for Getting a Good Job
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    Source: Caucasus Research Resource Centers Caucasus Barometer.


    



    


    Despite the notable reduction in the significance of contacts for getting a good job in recent years, as demonstrated by the Caucasus Barometer surveys, having the “right” contacts is still as important as having a good education and more valued than work experience, personal skills, or diligence. Unlike Western societies, where one’s contacts and acquaintances are as likely to receive information about lucrative jobs as members of an individual’s kinship network (in particular, if no family members are interested in the position on offer or qualify for it), in the South Caucasus, the job opening is unlikely to ever leak to an outsider. It will be filled by a member of a kinship network even if the person is not quite qualified for the job. Valiyev9 explains it in more detail:


    In a system which craves stability, character traits such as loyalty are val­ued more than professionalism. The person who offers another person a job wants to secure the loyalty of the newcomer and make him part of his circle. The job-giver becomes a kind of patron for the newcomer and seeks to ensure that the newcomer remains loyal. Given existing realities in Azerbaijan (as well as in many North Cau­casian republics) people tend to rely on relatives, mem­bers of their clan, or residents from the same village or region.


    The above employment example is but a one case of kinship-based blat networks. A similar principle applies to a great range of favors, services and commodity procurement. The definitive feature of family and kinship-centered networks is that blat relations in these networks are exclusive and elitist. Since the membership in such networks is defined by birth or marriage, the distribution of favors within a network is mostly non-hierarchical and non-discriminatory – the closest available and suitable member of a network receives the favor. Although the unwritten rules of blat prescribe that the receiver of a favor must reciprocate by helping the person who helped him, among family and kinship members, such gestures are not required. In the absence of strong traditional clan systems and due to the homogenous nature of social structures in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, kinship-based blat networks are omnipresent in the South Caucasus, where they serve as fertile grounds for an exclusivist reliance on extended family and kinship relations. However, the strength of blat networking grows weaker with each successive level.


    Friendship links constitute the next stage of blat-centered relationships. Less influential than family and kinship networks, blat-circles based on close friendship are predominantly a circle of reciprocity. To be precise, at this level, an individual would be unwilling to offer a lucrative employment offer to a friend or introduce that person to influential contacts unless the favor-provider is confident that the favor-recipient deserves his or her place in the favor-provider’s blat-circle. Most importantly, the favor-recipient has to be deemed capable of repaying the favor with a gesture of equal magnitude. Therefore, the primary difference between friendship-based networks in Western societies and the South Caucasus is that, whereas membership in a friendship network in the West does not require a person to return a favor or to be obliged to reciprocate in kind, in the post-Soviet South Caucasus, each favor entails reciprocity, thus, forging a circle of deeper trust. Hence, having large numbers of friends or a willingness to acquire new friendship contacts does not involve bridging and the associated transfer of social capital from private to public spheres resulting in people’s participation in civil society organizations. For instance, a representative survey by the Policy, Advocacy and Civil Society Development Project in Georgia (G-PAC) presented by Leslie Hough,10 showed that nearly two-thirds of respondents (63%) proclaimed a willingness to make new friends, while only 17 percent were not interested in acquiring friends. Furthermore, 66 percent of respondents to the G-PAC survey stated that they were open to meeting new people and only 9 percent mentioned their unwillingness to make new acquaintances. The conclusion drawn by Hough is that: “…even though bonds are high among close friend groups, these groups are not necessarily sealed off or static in a way that would limit bridging social capital.”11 Indeed, friendship networks are not as selective as family and kinship-based groups. However, a positive attitude towards acquiring new friends does not automatically make informal networking more inclusive. In other words, a distinction needs to be made between friendship networks, which do not involve blat-favors and simply serve as networks of communication between distant friends or acquaintances, who are unlikely to participate in more intimate bonding or bridging (unless blat-based relationships develop) and more exclusive blat networks where friendship ties are permanent and tight since they involve reciprocal blat connections. To be precise, blat-reciprocity works mostly within networks of close friends and acquiring new friends does not necessarily mean that they would enter the “circle of trust.” Rather, it potentially expands an individual’s blat network, increasing opportunities for accessing more resources.


    Friendship networks, although not as significant as kinship connections, nonetheless, serve as an essential source of social capital beyond the extended family. As reported by the Caucasus Barometer survey in 2008,12 the residents of the South Caucasus rely on friendship ties for personal and social security almost as much as on kinship networks and certainly more than on formal state institutions (Figure 3).


    The next level of blat networking is the geographical origins of an individual: place of birth, residence or ancestry tracing back a person’s origins to a particular village, town, city or region. Yet, in contrast to kinship ties, residence-centered networks are less personal, and, therefore, favors distributed through them are of lesser value and magnitude. For instance, according to the World Values Survey (WVS),13 belonging to a particular region is less important in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. Nevertheless, residence and community origin-based blat relations remain stronger than blat networks based on belonging to a country or a nation.


    The hierarchy of blat network structure can be completed by adding ethnicity as the final stage of blat relations. The ethnic factor is not, however, a glue for the blat networks in the rather homogenous societies of the South Caucasus, nor is it a determinant in the distribution of blat-favors. According to an opinion poll conducted in the breakaway republic of Abkhazia in 2010 (Figure 4),14 a significant percentage of ethnic minorities are fairly confident in their chances of securing decent jobs.


    



    


    Figure 3. Human Security/Civil Rights in the South Caucasus, 2008
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    Source: Caucasus Research Resource Centers Caucasus Barometer.


    



    


    Figure 4. Job Opportunities for Ethnic Minorities in Abkhazia, 2010
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    This evidence suggests that blat leverage is weaker when it comes to the ethnicity and national identity of blat-circle members. At the micro-level, a favor-provider’s close friend and, therefore, member of an inner blat-circle, despite belonging to a different ethnic group can be expected to procure greater benefits than a distant acquaintance of the same ethnic group as the favor-provider. The fundamental principle of blat-based relations in the Caucasus is not mere reciprocity, although the latter plays an important role in non-kinship blat networks, but the fact that the recipient of a favor should be a person “deserving” of such a favor. In other words, membership in a blat-circle is exclusive, selective and individual.


    In recent decades, the literature on social capital in the former Soviet Union exploited theories suggesting that informal networks in post-communist societies often perform the functions usually attributed to formal civil society.15 However, despite a number of studies on social capital in the South Caucasus,16 no one has yet examined the question of to what extent blat networks perform the function of civil society and replace the NGO sector. In consequence, examining this issue might shed some light on the problem of developing bridging social capital and its diffusion from private to public spheres. In Russia, as suggested by a range of studies,17 the inability of the state, as well as civil society, to provide citizens with social services, continues to serve as an impetus for the existence of blat networks. In the South Caucasus, apart from their role as an informal “second economy,” blat networks provide assistance with employment, micro-credits, and community assistance and function in many other areas typically occupied by governments and civil society. In particular, operating in a diversity of social and political areas, informal networks in the South Caucasus maintain a significant presence in the employment market. As seen from the survey data in Figure 2, personal contacts as a form of blat connections continue to dominate the highly competitive employment sphere in the South Caucasus. Whereas the blat networks’ role in the employment market is not an issue that is to be willingly revealed in public surveys, and, therefore, eludes official statistics, blat’s part in micro-crediting is easier to trace in analyzing the survey data. According to the Caucasus Barometer 2008 survey (Figure 5),18 the majority of respondents across the region identified family (85%), extended family (55%), and close friends (45%) as a main source of help and assistance in emergencies and transitional moments in life. By contrast, only 3 percent considered the state and 2 percent named NGOs as possible sources of assistance in a moment of need.


    



    


    Figure 5. Life Changes, Emergencies, Moments of Need
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    This data shows an overwhelming reliance on kinship-based networks and the social capital embedded in them. As a result, the level of trust towards, and participation in, informal blat networks is noticeably higher than in formal civil society, which is often blamed for failing to address issues of particular concern. For instance, the majority of respondents to the G-PAC survey in Georgia mentioned unemployment, poverty and inflation both as the main issue of concern and a problem insufficiently addressed by the NGOs.19 Blat networks also serve as an informal source of financial credits and loans. For example, the pattern of preferences for borrowing money in Azerbaijan suggests that most financial loans occur within the kinship-based networks.20 Thus, 47 percent of respondents to a survey, conducted by Hasanov21 in Azerbaijan, mentioned that they would only lend money to members of their own family and another 20 percent indicated close relatives as people to be trusted with money. This data suggests that the social capital embedded in blat networks, indeed, serves as an efficient, albeit exclusivist and selective, source of employment assistance and micro-credits in the South Caucasus.


    Blat and Corruption


    The relationship between blat networks and corruption deserves attention. Although the economy of blat-favors works without corruption at the family and kinship levels, as noted above, it requires reciprocity at most other levels of interaction. Whereas blat-favors among close friends do not involve money exchanging hands, instead a reciprocal favor is expected at some point in the future, a favor between friends who are not particularly close, people from the same region, place of origin, or simply acquaintances most commonly involves a financial remuneration or a material gift. Thereby, it can be assumed that blat networks in the South Caucasus indirectly serve as a driving force behind the well-entrenched institution of corruption. To be precise, the necessity to reciprocate outside the immediate blat-circle inevitably involves monetary or material gifts. The complexity of the blat relations’ hierarchy and structure not only provides an impetus for bribery, as a means of “bridging” between networks with no ties, but also institutionalizes it as a part of everyday life and a code of conduct in blat-based relations.22


    However, it is essential to differentiate between blat and corruption. Although there are no clearly defined boundaries between the “economy of favors” and bribery, blat operates at a much higher level than corruption. The principles of blat are not merely profit and service-oriented, as is often the case with corruption, but are vested in family, blood kinship and friendship-bound obligations and duties. For example, top-level pull almost always requires contacts rather than money and positions in government’s ministries or institutions cannot simply be bought with a bribe. Besides, the perceptions of what constitutes corruption in the South Caucasus often exclude non-monetary favors. The Caucasus Barometer survey on volunteerism and civic participation,23 conducted in 2011 in Georgia, shows that 40 percent of respondents stated that when a government official recommends a relative for a job in a ministry, the situation cannot be described as corruption. Also, 45 percent of the survey’s participants did not consider giving a gift to a doctor to receive special care as bribery. Thereby, unlike corruption, the reciprocal blat-services are not necessarily perceived negatively and often accepted as a medium of inter-personal relations. Most importantly, the purpose of monetary or material “gifts” in blat-relations is that of a mere token of appreciation and the outcome of a particular blat-mediated transaction, first of all, depends on the value of the connections.


    In spite of the close linkage between the blat-favors and the deeply rooted culture of giving and taking bribes in the South Caucasus, the fight against corruption cannot guarantee the eradication of blat-practices. Namely, the massive crackdown on corruption in Saakashvili’s Georgia not only effectively improved the country’s ranking on international corruption indexes24 but also delivered a heavy blow to corruption in the country. However, as mentioned by Börzel and Pamuk,25 corruption in Georgia, as well as in Azerbaijan transmutes from a petty daily occurrence into elite corruption. This transformation of corruption, therefore, makes it less distinguishable from reciprocal blat-favors and more difficult to fight against. In contrast to corruption – a monetary or a material reward for preferential treatment or service – the family and kinship blat often does not require reciprocity of any form, thereby, making it impossible to legally persecute the blat-culture. In the same vein, friendship-based blat is enmeshed in inter-personal allegiances and unwritten principles of friendship obligations. Besides, as long as social and economic insecurity persists in the South Caucasus, a clampdown on corruption rather than on its causes, could probably lead to higher reliance on blat networks.


    Blat as a Soviet legacy


    Blat-circles are a social phenomenon which first emerged in the Stalin-era Soviet Union as a system of exchanging favors that was needed to address shortages of goods and services. In the last two decades, numerous studies described the linkages between post-communist blat and the Soviet past.26 An even more voluminous body of literature appeared examining blat networks and the “second economy” in the Soviet Union.27 Furthermore, a number of studies emphasized that the blat-culture in the South Caucasus, as well as in other non-ethnic Russian parts of the USSR, was dominant and omnipresent.28


    There is no doubt that the societies of the pre-Soviet South Caucasus were familiar with the reciprocal exchange of favors embedded in traditional social and associational structures.29 However, the start of Soviet collectivization, standardization and urbanization not only undermined the traditional social structures in the South Caucasus, but also replaced them with a standard “Soviet way of life.” As in many other non-Slavic regions of the USSR, the massive Sovietization effectively de-traditionalized the South Caucasus, replacing the early Soviet image presenting South Caucasus residents as “savage but noble” mountain dwellers (gortsy) with the typical stereotype of a Soviet citizen – Homo Sovieticus.30 Therefore, the emergence and entrenchment of blat-centered informal networks in the South Caucasus is tightly linked to the Soviet period. Yet, despite emphasizing the role of blat as a medium of informal networking, the existing literature on social capital and informal networking in the South Caucasus makes no reference to differences and similarities between contemporary blat and its Soviet predecessor. Likewise, a question that remains unanswered is whether Soviet blat operated on similar principles all over the USSR, or were the South Caucasus blat-circles substantially different from those in Russia or elsewhere in the USSR? Addressing these questions might prove to be crucial in determining whether the present-day informal networking in the South Caucasus functions similarly to the Soviet blat-based private sphere and, therefore, can be described as its legacy, or is it a post-communist phenomenon with little direct linkage to the past?


    Although the majority of studies on Soviet social capital and private networks in the region are silent about the differences between the blat in the Caucasus and other parts of the USSR, such divergences indeed existed. As noted by Greensdale31 the scale of the informal “second economy” in the South Caucasus was colossal. In 1965-75 the shadow economy accounted for over 60 percent of total income per capita in Azerbaijan and Armenia.32 In Georgia, the blat-economy operated on a similarly intensive scale.33 For instance, Greensdale pointed out that over 42 percent of total urban housing in Georgia was privately built and owned.34 In terms of its scale and diffusion into daily life, the informal economy in the Soviet South Caucasus was distinctive. Surpassing all other regional “competitors” in terms of production per capita, it exceeded Central Asia by over 20 percent and the rest of the Soviet Union by an average of 40 percent. Apart from its economy-within-an-economy scale and ubiquitous penetration, blat in the South Caucasus was different from the rest of the Union in subtle ways.


    First, the principal feature of Soviet blat – inter-personal trust within networks – was replaced in the Caucasus with honor.35 This difference made participating in reciprocal exchanges a duty that cannot be avoided without consequences for both the credibility of a network-member and the integrity of the network. Altman, in his study examining the informal economy of Soviet Georgia, argued that the concepts of honor and dishonor were tightly interwoven into the social fabric of the society and were bound by family and friendship obligations.36 Second, whereas the all-Soviet principle of blat was based on a strong reliance on friendship ties, which were needed for extending the boundaries of a network and facilitating effective bonding with the “necessary people” (nuzhnye liudi), blat networks in the South Caucasus were heavily dependent on kinship and family ties. Altman stresses that the informal networks in Soviet Georgia primarily consisted of two levels: family or kin-centered and friendship networks.37 For example, a failure to adhere to the rules of reciprocity in the European part of Russia suggested that the violator could be excluded from further mutual utility exchange in a blat network. On the contrary, in the Caucasus such a failure could easily become a problem for the entire network, which in its turn, by exercising kinship or friendship ties, sought to oblige the “law-breaker” to reciprocate. This mechanism ensured a network’s integrity and the compliance of its members with the rules of blat. Third, in Russia blat was mostly non-hierarchical and clearly distinguished from patronage, whereas in the Caucasus the reciprocity of favors often acquired an element of dependency on seniority in kinship networks – the so-called, centeres of “real” power.38 Due to its hierarchy and kinship, the Caucasus’s blat often lost the reciprocity factor; a favor could have been provided based on respect and honor rather than with an expectation of a return favor. By contrast, in Soviet Russia, a favor provided without an expectation of reciprocity, despite occurring occasionally, was an exception to the rule.39 The hierarchical form of kinship-centered informal networking paved the path for the proliferation of patron-client relations, which were not only dominant in public organizations and institutions, but also present in inter-personal networking.


    Besides, because of its immense scale, omnipresence and exclusivist nature, resulting in the lack of inter-network bridging, the blat economy in the South Caucasus could not avoid extensive monetary transactions. Informal financial exchanges in their turn provided incentives for the spread of corruption, which was more extensive in the Soviet South Caucasus, than in other parts of the USSR.40 In contrast to the Eastern European parts of the USSR, where blat was more valued than money and was often favored over monetary exchanges, blat in the South Caucasus was as dependent on currency as on favors. However, similarly to the post-communist South Caucasus, the relationship between blat and corruption in the Soviet Caucasus was often interconnected, making it difficult to distinguish their boundaries. As Heinzen puts it, the:


    …blat relationship, then, could be a stepping-stone on the path to a bribe. One might rely on one’s blat contacts to determine who would be most likely to accept a bribe…. If one’s connections were not sufficient, however, or if a high degree of risk was involved, one might have to move from the realm of “the mutual exchange of favors” and into the realm of the outright purchase of favors…41


    With the exception of the aforementioned discrepancies, blat networking in the South Caucasus was not dramatically different from the rest of the Soviet Union. Similarly, it was used to procure goods, services, commodities and favors, to develop inter-personal and inter-network bonding and to ensure day-to-day survival. The main reasons causing the differences were economic inequality, population density and social organization. These factors, as noted by Sampson, ensured that the “shadow economy” of blat networks was “…more extensive in outlying regions, ethnic enclaves and the more ruralized republics,” than in the European parts of the USSR or in the Baltic Soviet republics.42


    However, the Soviet origins of the post-communist blat in present-day Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia do not automatically make it a Soviet legacy. It is necessary to examine in greater detail the connection between the contemporary blat-culture in the South Caucasus and its Soviet predecessor. How different or similar is it to Soviet blat? Does the legacy still persist? According to the leading expert on the Russian economy of favors, Alena Ledeneva, no satisfactory answer exists to what has happened to blat since the break-up of the USSR.43 Ledeneva, nevertheless, adds that blat continues to dominate post-communist informal networking. However, there is no doubt that post-communist blat in the South Caucasus is different from the original Soviet blat. Whereas communist-era blat networking in the South Caucasus and elsewhere in the USSR sought to address problems caused by the shortage economy, post-communist blat is no longer used to obtain food, consumer goods and durables but it “…is still important to get access to jobs, medicine, education, etc.”44 In other words, it is used to address a “new shortage”– money.45 By contrast to the blat practices of the Soviet South Caucasus, where imported consumer goods were often valued as “status symbols,”46 the focus of the post-communist blat networks shifted towards employment, education, healthcare and politics. The evolution of blat networking re-shaped the “ends,” services instead of commodities, while blat’s “means” remained unchanged.


    In the absence of quantitative data on the scale of the present-day shadow economy in the South Caucasus,47 it is hard to assess the spread of informal networking in the region as compared to the Soviet period. Yet, evidence exists that in other former communist countries, informal networking became more widespread and influential in the post-communist period.48 Observers argue that the presence of a networking-culture and the well-developed resource base for informal practices combined with ineffective governance and economic instability lead to an increase of informal networking in the post-communist countries.49 In the case of the South Caucasus, these conditions mean the further entrenchment of blat practices. Nonetheless, despite differences acquired in the course of the past two decades, contemporary blat networking in the South Caucasus continues to resemble the informal networking of the Soviet period. For example, the all-Union survey, conducted by the USSR Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Sociology in 1981 (Figure 6),50 reported that 92.2 percent of the survey’s respondents across the Soviet Union mentioned relying on family in a moment of need, while 86.1 percent also indicated reliance on relatives as a source of support.


    



    Figure 6. Assistance in a Moment of Need, USSR
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    Source: See footnote 50.


    



    


    Correspondingly, the Caucasus Barometer survey, conducted in 2008 in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, reports that, on average, 85 percent of respondents rely on family, 60 percent on relatives and around 50 percent on friends. Likewise responses to the 2010 Caucasus Barometer survey question in the South Caucasus on “what is the most important factor for success in getting a good job” are markedly similar to the 1981 all-Union survey51 asking the same question of Soviet citizens (Figure 7). The majority of respondents to the 1981 all-Union survey mentioned support from family and relatives (62.9%), social life (78.4%) and reciprocity (95.2%) as important for a successful personal and professional life.


    There can be no doubt that some dynamics of present-day blat networking transformed since the end of communist rule. For instance, private networks no longer have to operate in the shadow – while frowned upon in Soviet days, blat plays a central role in day-to-day inter-personal affairs in the contemporary South Caucasus. Its shift in priorities from commodities to services increased the value and importance of blat-connections and enhanced the costs and benefits of bonding necessary to become connected to the system. Whereas in the Soviet Caucasus an individual with no influential kinship or friendship links could still reap benefits from blat in terms of procuring hard-to-find foods and durables, nowadays the lack of proper blat-contacts might be an obstacle to career development and education, as well as in many other areas requiring top-level pull. To be precise, while blat retreated from some areas it used to dominate in communist times, it has ascended to a much higher level – that of the elites. Although the “hand-shaking” culture was well-accepted among the ruling Soviet nomenklatura, it could not have guaranteed high-ranking positions within the communist party in the same manner that government positions are allocated in the present-day South Caucasus republics.52 Apart from becoming more entrenched in kinship and growing more influential and political, blat networking might have undergone some other less notable changes, yet, in general post-communist blat retained an irrefutable similarity to the Soviet “economy of favors.”


    



    


    Figure 7. Most Important Factor in Life and Career, USSR
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    With the above in mind, it can be assumed that blat networking in the present-day South Caucasus is a Soviet legacy. And the evidence of that is the persistence of blat-culture, rather than its demise with the end of the communist era, its elevation into the elite level, and, most importantly, its ability to retain the majority of its characteristics. In addition, changes occurring in blat networking could be perceived as a part of the continuity process, which also involved, albeit only a few, changes from the Stalinist blat to Brezhnev-era informal networking. However, even though it is evident that the post-communist private networking is a legacy of the Soviet period, rather than a post-Soviet phenomenon, like many other continuous political and social processes, it has a life of its own. In other words, links connecting the present-day blat-culture to the Soviet past continue to become thinner, losing their obvious Soviet connections. Nevertheless, whether contemporary blat networks will retain their similarity to their Soviet forerunners or evolve into something new, their influence on the post-communist democratic transformation may not be dramatically different.


    Limits of Informal Networking


    Regardless of their weaknesses, informal blat networks continue providing people in the South Caucasus with the most needed public goods – a function that neither governments nor NGOs are capable of performing efficiently. Furthermore, Ledeneva53 and others54 suggest that informal networks and the blat practices associated with them are not necessarily negative phenomena. Filling the institutional vacuum in post-communist societies, blat networks provide a wide range of services and commodities to their members who otherwise had to resort to illegal means of obtaining them. In contrast to NGOs and other organized forms of civil association, which are often perceived as alien, blat networks are trust-based and well-connected to local communities.


    Ironically, in contrast to informal networks in many developing countries around the world, the private networks in the South Caucasus take almost no part in democratic processes or efforts to invigorate civil society. Two main explanations can be posited about why the inter-personal networks in the region are reluctant to support democracy. First, the networks’ intricate and complex entanglement in kinship, clan, place of origin and ethnicity is often fundamental to defining their political allegiances. In such an environment, each individual’s dependence on a network, rather than personal interest is a crucial criterion for making a political choice. Second, the blat-based structure of informal networks, which serves as an obstacle for bridging social capital and non-hierarchical horizontal communication between the networks, can also prevent dissemination of pro-democratic ideas and cooperation among the networks – a decisive factor for democratic consolidation.


    Apart from their meager role in democratization, the informal networks in the South Caucasus also fall short of addressing a whole range of pressing social issues. For instance, due to their reliance on blat-reciprocity, the informal networks are incapable of tackling corruption and patron-client relations, instead serving as an impetus for corrupt practices. Social protection, welfare, community support and education assistance services provided by informal networks are offered on an exclusive, selective and preferential basis. To put it simply, only the members of a certain blat network can benefit from the localized and small-scale community efforts conducted, if any are conducted, by such a network. Although, in contrast to the NGO sector, informal networks in the South Caucasus can boast popular participation, they fail at bridging social capital and transferring such capital from the private sphere into the public sector, a process that would encourage civic mobilization and the development of an independent, vibrant and pro-democratic civil society. While there is no doubt that the networks are more efficient than NGOs in providing a whole range of social services to the people, the public goods are distributed by informal networks selectively on an exclusivist rather than equal basis. Ledeneva confirms that the post-Soviet blat networks “…could hardly be considered as embryos of ‘civil society’”55 And the examples from China and Chile suggest that reciprocal networks, due to their reliance on patron-client relations, can pose a challenge to institution-building.56


    This study concedes that the blat-based networks are effective at generating bonding social capital and that they are open to accumulating new contacts and adhere to trust-based relations. However, in the lack of bridging social capital between the networks, the bulk of public goods remain in the hands of ruling elites and family clans. In spite of performing a number of civil society duties, such as employment assistance, micro-crediting and community support, blat networks, due to their exclusivist nature are essentially incapable of facilitating civil invigoration or democratization. Besides, the contemporary blat networks are staunchly elitist, hierarchical, corrupt and unfavorable to the bridging of social capital. All these factors are clearly not beneficial for democratization and the development of a vibrant civil society. The persistence of blat also presents an insurmountable obstacle for the NGO sector and the informal grassroots civil society. Leaving aside blat’s elitist and exclusive nature and its involvement in corruption and clientelism, blat undermines the basic and the most intrinsic prerequisite of liberal civil society – voluntarism and not-for-profit action. Not only is blat-culture strongly materialistic and oriented toward financial gain, but also, with the exception of family blat, it vehemently opposes voluntary activism and assistance to others without an interest of gain or profit. As a result, the work of genuine NGOs in the South Caucasus is often popularly perceived as for-profit activity, even when it is not. For example, respondents to the 2011 Caucasus Barometer survey on volunteerism and civic participation in Georgia appeared to be convinced that Georgian NGOs only support the interests of their employees (35%), government (24%) or foreign states, such as the USA (23%) or the European Union (19%).57 It follows then that participating in the work of a NGO should be associated with financial gains and, absent such gains, membership and work for a civil society organization can be considered meaningless.


    Accordingly, participation in voluntary activities is markedly low across the South Caucasus. Based on the data from the Caucasus Barometer representative surveys,58 78 percent of respondents in Armenia, 82 percent in Azerbaijan and 83 percent in Georgia stated that they did not participate in unpaid volunteer work during the last six months.59 Apart from lack of participation in voluntary work, the citizens of the South Caucasus also have little involvement in charitable activities. As reported by the aforementioned Caucasus Barometer survey, held in 2011 in Armenia and Azerbaijan and Georgia, 77 percent of respondents in Armenia, 84 percent in Azerbaijan and 72 percent in Georgia mentioned that they made no contribution to a charity within the last six months. Yet, 65 percent of the Georgian survey’s respondents said that they gave money to beggars on an occasional basis. This finding suggests that citizens of the South Caucasus, despite opposing institutionalized and regulated charitable work, are not entirely bereft of charitable behavior. While other assumptions can be provided to explain such behavior, this study suggests that it is participation in blat networks that prevents the majority from regularly participating in charitable or voluntary work: mostly because the unconditional assistance to strangers (non-network members) will render an individual unreliable and non-reciprocal. Thereby, it is evident that blat-culture has little hope of surviving if NGOs or non-blat-based informal networks are to occupy and dominate the public and private spheres in the South Caucasus. It is also plausible that if democratization is to occur and kinship-centered elites are to be replaced with popularly elected officials, blat will lose its eminence in the day-to-day life of the region.


    Conclusion


    This study has examined post-communist blat in the South Caucasus – an omnipresent social phenomenon, operating in diverse societal settings and irrevocably affecting the process of post-Soviet societal transformation. Whereas the specific characteristics of blat throughout the South Caucasus may differ from country to country, it operates on rather homogenous principles, inherited from the Soviet period. Contemporary blat networks in the South Caucasus appear to be more than a mere system for the reciprocal non-hierarchical exchange of favors. Rather, blat-relations are deeply entangled in family, kinship and the individuals’ place of origin, which define the distribution of services among the members of blat networks. As a consequence, blat networks do not ensure the equal distribution of public goods – they are elitist and exclusive. Besides, they fail in providing bridging social capital, empowering democratic processes, serving as a system of checks and balances on the state, tackling corruption and assisting with employment or welfare on a non-exclusive basis. To date no qualitative data exist to prove the detrimental effects of blat on post-communist democratization and, due to its ambiguous nature, blat’s influence on democracy can hardly be measured quantitatively. While further research is necessary, this article argues that blat plays a central role in sustaining patron-client relations, and ensuring the persistence of kinship-centered and other hierarchical informal networks. The South Caucasus’s blat-culture is also intimately interwoven with the widespread institution of corruption, crippling state-building and social transition alike. Regardless of whether the rampant clientelism and systemic corruption, intrinsic to post-communist South Caucasus societies, are fuelled by the culture of blat, the latter is deeply entrenched into former, and, therefore, is an inseparable part of informal practices in the region.
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    Abstract: The recent resource curse literature suggests that oil promotes authoritarian regime stability. Yet the causal linkages underpinning the political resource curse remain less well understood. Using a case study of Azerbaijan, this article first examines how oil revenues benefited the existing regime that has been in power for nearly 20 years. Second, it looks more closely at how the regime managed to survive the adversity of oil effects. Some support is found for three of the conventional causal links derived from existing theories of resource politics: patronage spending, repression, and economic diversification aversion. Historical-institutionalist theories are shown to be less adequate. Finally, to provide a more complete explanation for durable authoritarianism in Azerbaijan, the author proposes one additional factor: policy learning. The Azerbaijani regime’s ability to navigate fiscal revenue volatility was predicated upon the decision to adopt a state fund for oil revenue management early on, before the onset of the oil boom. This policy innovation was drawn from foreign models and promoted by international financial organizations. Therefore, leaders’ policy choices and their capability to draw lessons and to borrow policies from abroad may be crucial variables mediating oil’s influence on regime stability in resource-reliant states, and thus deserve more scholarly attention.


    In 1993, the former communist first secretary Heydar Aliyev returned to power in Azerbaijan, aborting the Perestroika-inspired process of political liberalization and ushering in a new era of post-Soviet authoritarianism.1 Ten years later, in 2003, when oil windfalls were beginning to flood into the Azerbaijani economy, his son Ilham succeeded him as president. Nearly two decades under Aliyev rule, Azerbaijan has developed into a relatively stable autocratic political system.2 How to account for the persistence of the authoritarian regime in Azerbaijan?3 While answers will certainly vary depending on one’s perspective, this article takes a political economy approach and focuses on the effects of oil on regime survival.4


    A substantial literature argues that oil promotes authoritarian regime stability, which is one of its anti-democratic effects.5 Two properties of oil rents, their size and their volatility, generate two principal ways in which oil can influence authoritarian regime survival. First, large windfall profits accruing to the state’s coffers make “more things possible” enhancing the ruler’s choice set.6 With more resources at his disposal, the ruler can more easily buy off the loyalty of strategic elites and key constituencies, which appeases would-be coup plotters within the elite and keeps society acquiescent. Oil revenues can also be used to strengthen the state coercive apparatuses, chiefly internal security forces and the military, which helps to placate societal opposition. Second, as a highly volatile source of fiscal revenue, oil can induce economic and political instability, which may arise from the so-called Dutch disease phenomenon as well as from exogenous supply shocks.


    Several studies have linked oil with regime survival in Azerbaijan. According to one analysis, the entrenchment of an authoritarian regime in Azerbaijan went hand in hand with the increase in profits from expanding oil exports, which supplied the regime with a crucial source of patronage.7 Another study notes that concentration of oil wealth within the narrow state elite facilitated the transition of power from father to son at the high-risk juncture of 2003, when in the wake of assuming the presidency, Ilham Aliyev was facing the challenge of gaining the support of his father’s winning coalition.8 A policy memo published in 2012 concludes: “[t]he influx of oil money has helped the regime of Ilham Aliyev … to solidify his own position and strengthen and feed the system of political patronage he inherited. Ilham Aliyev further consolidated power in the presidency and steered Azerbaijan towards a full-fledged autocracy.”9 Yet, while providing valuable insights, these studies largely ignore the ways the regime leadership has managed to cope with the adverse effects of oil.


    Why and how do some autocracies survive the adversity of oil effects whereas others collapse? One proposition drawing from historical institutionalist theory posits that regimes with strong state institutions and/or a robust ruling party in place before the onset of oil are better equipped to respond to the Dutch disease and volatility effects associated with oil than those regimes that have weaker state institutions and rely on shallow, patronage-based parties.10 Another, actor-centered, line of argument focuses on a dilemma that leaders of resource-dependent states face between the economic benefits of diversification and their survival in office.11 Leaders may wish to diversify the economy to reduce their dependence on volatile oil revenue. However, the presence of strong societal opposition at the outset means that economic diversification may empower groups within society which may later challenge the regime. Prior development of non-resource sectors will also influence the incentives of political leaders as to whether to carry out or to block diversification. This dilemma relates to an even more important tradeoff confronted by political elites in resource-dependent states: choosing between economic efficiency and political survival.12


    This article finds some support for three of the conventional causal links derived from the existing theories of resource politics: patronage spending, repression, and economic diversification aversion. In addition, it shows that historical-institutionalist explanations emphasizing the strength of pre-existing state and party structures are less adequate to explain the persistence of personalist autocracies like Azerbaijan’s. Moreover, the existing explanations of oil’s role in authoritarian survival seem incomplete without taking into account factors related to policymaking and the capacity of state leaders to borrow policies from abroad. In the increasingly globalized world, the diffusion of policies has become commonplace. Lesson drawing (policy transfer) is an important component in policymaking of any government. Decision-makers borrow and adopt policy solutions from foreign models. In the particular case of oil-exporting states, the creation of an oil fund as an effective fiscal stabilization and savings mechanism by almost all major oil exporters allowed governments in those countries to respond to and manage a gamut of potentially de-stabilizing effects arising from oil export dependency. As this study shows, Azerbaijan’s state oil fund (SOFAZ) created in 1999-2000 was an outcome of policy learning. It notes, however, that the political interests of the ruling elite determine the actual working of the Fund because, same as everywhere else, policy-making in Azerbaijan is shaped by politics.13 Staffed with technocrats, insulated from the rest of the deeply corrupt bureaucracy, yet subordinated vertically and exclusively to the president, SOFAZ has performed well in managing windfall revenue, smoothing out the adverse effects of oil, and enabling the chief executive to increase government spending, including on public infrastructure expenditure.


    Oil and Regime Stability


    Large-N studies from the resource curse literature have found that oil has a positive influence on regime durability14 and a negative effect on the likelihood of democratic transitions.15 Earlier studies associated with the rentier state theory postulated the inherent fragility of petrostates.16 Oil rents, they argued, fuel rent-seeking among public officials, eroding state institutions and undermining state capacity.17 The stability of rentier states was linked to changes in oil prices and fiscal revenue volatility. Luciani, for example, observed: “states that do not face a fiscal crisis and enjoy continuing access to exogenous rent will be able to postpone democratization indefinitely.”18 In sum, the rentier-state literature has held that state fiscal autonomy leads to state weakness, which increases the exposure of petro-state regimes to exogenous shocks.


    In recent years, however, there has been a growing recognition by scholars of natural resource politics that oil’s influence on regime stability19 and democratization20 tends to be heterogeneous and conditional rather than uniform and deterministic. Oil’s effects are viewed now as dependent on specific historical circumstances, the sequencing of relevant processes or specific political-economic factors. Conditional theories have called scholarly attention to important variations in domestic political-economic contexts21 and elite choices within time-bound and country-specific situational constraints.22 Smith, for example, finds that oil-based regimes tend to be more stable than their comparable non-oil counterparts, while arguing that whether oil will reinforce or undermine regime stability depends to a large extent on regime consolidation prior to the oil boom.23


    Supporters of this view must explain how oil exporters overcome the problems created by oil rents. A country’s reliance on oil rents exposes its economy to inflationary effects, Dutch disease and external shocks due to oil price volatility.24 During boom periods, the influx of massive foreign exchange generates the Dutch disease effects with negative ramifications for the entire economy. The booming oil sector in this account leads to the influx of foreign exchange into the domestic economy. This causes the appreciation of the real exchange rate and stimulates inflationary pressures. Currency appreciation raises the cost of exports of products from domestic (traded) manufacturing and other industries producing the “crowding out” effect. As a consequence, export-oriented manufacturing and agricultural sectors become less competitive.25


    Moreover, fluctuations in the world oil price make oil rents a highly volatile source of fiscal revenue for the state with serious economic repercussions. During bust periods, falling prices lead to fiscal shortage and require difficult financial adjustments to adopted public expenditure programs. In addition, all oil exporters face the challenge of transitioning to alternative, non-resource bases for economic development.26 To summarize, the challenges faced by oil producers “stem from the fact that oil revenue is exhaustible, volatile, and uncertain, and largely originates from abroad. The exhaustibility of oil raises complex issues of sustainability and intergenerational resource allocation. The uncertainty and volatility of oil revenue complicates macroeconomic management and fiscal planning”.27


    Inflation, price hikes, Dutch disease and other effects associated with oil rents are all possible causes of economic crisis.28 Economic crisis, in turn, is one of the main predictors of regime change, and authoritarian regimes are arguably more likely to collapse during crisis than democracies.29 Yet cross-country evidence suggests the opposite: oil is associated with a reduced risk of authoritarian breakdown.30 Contrary to rentier state theory, the economic crises associated with the oil booms and busts in the 1970s and 1980s did not lead to regime breakdowns in the oil states. How then can we explain the observation that oil rarely lead to authoritarian collapse? As Smith put it, “the oil-exporting world is home to some of the most durable autocracies in modern history, and we lack an explanation for why that is so.”31


    One view is that, like “manna falling from heaven,” oil rents can be easily used by leaders to buttress their incumbency advantages.32 Another explanation is that oil windfall revenues make it possible for rulers to increase expenditure on patronage and security forces.33 Increased patronage spending and stronger coercive capacity dampen societal pressures on authoritarians to liberalize. Oil revenues thus provide leaders with enough resources to appease potential intra-elite opponents. Rulers with access to oil revenue do not depend on the domestic productive economy and therefore are less restrained than their non-oil counterparts in restricting free media, transparency, civil liberties, and other public goods that enhance the ability of societal groups to coordinate.34


    Another explanation, from a historical-institutionalist perspective, argues that oil rents can contribute to regime stability even during bad times as rulers can use oil revenues acquired during booming years to strengthen the political institutions and their support coalitions.35 The key explanatory factor is the timing of regime consolidation relative to the onset of the respective oil boom. In this view, the robustness of regimes is determined by a set of antecedent historical conditions that shape coalitions and political institutionalization. Regimes are more robust if at the time of consolidation they have no access to windfall rents and face strong organized opposition. During the boom years, institutionally consolidated regimes reinvest oil resources in state and party institutionalization. Regimes with strong state capacity, in turn, have better chances to survive exogenous shocks.


    Finally, some scholars have stressed the importance of leader incentives and choices in dealing with the volatility in state fiscal revenue. Economic diversification can reduce the exposure of oil states to exogenous shocks, and it seems rational for leaders to pursue diversification.


    



    Table 1: Oil and Authoritarian Stability: Summary of Causal Mechanisms
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    Diversifying away from resource dependence can also improve the sustainability of economic performance, contributing positively to regime legitimacy. Yet, diversification may be dangerous as it implies that rulers have to concede economic (and potentially also political) autonomy to non-state, private elites. Therefore, if regimes are confronted with strong opposition to their rule and have no viable non-resource sectors to rely upon, there will be very little incentive for leaders to diversify the economy.36 In fact, rulers may block diversification as a political strategy to thwart the empowerment of political opposition to their rule. As long as opposition is kept weak, regimes can endure for long periods of time. In sum, while leaders may want to promote economic development as a way to maximize economic returns, they will likely avert equitable growth-promoting policies if they feel such policies may engender serious political risks. As Acemoglu and Robinson put it: “political elites will block beneficial economic and institutional change when they are afraid that these changes will destabilize the existing system and make it more likely that they will lose political power and future rents.”37


    Table 1 provides a summary of the main causal mechanisms discussed in this section.


    Context


    Heydar Aliyev rose to the apex of political power amidst the political turmoil of the early 1990s. Following the October 1993 election, which he won with 99 percent of the vote, Aliyev acted swiftly to take control of the state. He used a combination of force, strategic cooptation, rewards to supporting elite members, and purges within state bureaucracies to neutralize former allies, rival political factions, and, between 1993-1995, private military groups who were contesting for power. But perhaps the most serious risk to the continuity of the regime was leadership succession when in the run-up to presidential elections in October 2003 Aliyev’s poor health condition could disrupt elite unity. But the problem of succession was settled by keeping power in the family. Ilham Aliyev, the son of the ailing president, was nominated as a candidate from the ruling Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP) and was running for the presidency together with his father until the latter pulled out of the race in favor of his son. Election monitors concluded that the 2003 vote was rigged in favor of the junior Aliyev.38


    After assuming the presidency, the junior Aliyev appeared to be enjoying the support of elite loyalists. But he felt less secure in his position as president than his father.39 In an effort to consolidate his power before the 2005 parliamentary elections, he dismissed the reform-oriented minister of economic development, and the minister of health, who also was one of the founding fathers of the YAP party, as well as a number of high-ranking officials. Nevertheless, the key members of his father’s old guard were kept in their positions, and “much of the cabinet is [still] dominated by an old guard of ministers left over from Heydar’s rule.”40 In October 2008, Ilham Aliyev won a landslide 89 percent of the vote in the presidential elections in which the other six candidates each received somewhere between 1-3 percent of the vote. The Azadliq (Freedom) bloc of the major opposition parties boycotted the election, citing the absence of a level playing field. Several months after his re-election for a second term in 2008, a constitutional referendum lifted a two-term restriction on the presidency, most likely aimed at preventing any potential challengers from arising and running for president in future elections.41


    What are the key elements of post-1993 Azerbaijani politics? Three such characteristics seem to be essential: 1) the personalist-clientelist nature of Aliyev’s rule, 2) deficient stateness and endemic corruption, and 3) a marginalized political opposition and weak organized interests (aka civil society).


    First, Azerbaijani domestic political life is shaped by competition between patronage-based factions involving loyalty, dependence and rivalry for resources within the political elite.42 Its main traits can be summarized as a high concentration of political power in the president, the pervasiveness of neopatrimonial administrative practices, and the reliance on patronage rather than rule of law or political ideology.43 The dynamics of elite behavior in Azerbaijan, and other post-Soviet states, is well captured by the model of “patronal presidentialism.” In such a system “political authority [is exercised] primarily through selective transfers of resources rather than formalized institutional practices, idea-based politics, or generalized exchange as enforced through the established rule of law.”44 The underlying mechanism is related to the operation of patron-client networks and their interaction whereby clientelist networks compete among themselves for the spoils of public office in an inherently factionalist politics and the president is able to maintain his regime by adroitly rewarding and punishing his clients through “appointing them or removing them from lucrative official positions.”45 By encouraging competition among the factions, the leader ensures that no one faction becomes powerful enough to challenge his rule.


    The current regime’s ruling party is a weak political institution to provide either a set of decisional constraints on, or ideological limits to, the president’s powers. In practice, the YAP acts as an arm of the larger patronage network, not its central “distributive” pillar: “In 1992 Aliyev set up his own political party, New Azerbaijan, but this is essentially a mask for the patronage networks on which his regime is really based.”46 Two factors can explain why a strong political party has never emerged: the weakness of the opposition parties at the outset, and no incentives for the leader to invest in party development. As Herbst explains in the African context, which seem to apply in our case too, when the state already serves as the main conduit for distributing patronage there is little incentive for political leaders to invest in building their party’s administrative capacity and mobilize support through the party.47


    Second, Azerbaijan has a generally deficient state capacity both in terms of infrastructural power (in Mann’s definition, the institutional capacity of the state to logistically implement its policies)48 and merit-based recruitment and professionalism of its bureaucracy (the “Weberianess” scale).49 The ability of the Azerbaijani state to design, implement and monitor policy is less than adequate. “Disorganization, weak management, and a lack of transparency” mark state administration.50 Constant political interference has prevented the development of an autonomous professional bureaucracy as an entity separate from the regime. The regime and the state are effectively fused in Azerbaijan.


    Nepotism, cronyism, administrative (petty) and political corruption are endemic. The pervasiveness and extent of these practices becomes clear from reports by investigative journalists.51 Azerbaijan had the worst score on the state capture index constructed from firm-level survey data from 1999 by the economists at the World Bank.52 On Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index 2011 Azerbaijan was ranked 143rd of 182 countries included in the survey.53 Surveys show that between 2006 and 2010 the level of perceived corruption increased while more than half of respondents report having made “unofficial payments and gifts” when dealing with public authorities.54 According to the Caucasus Barometer survey conducted by CRRC in 2010, 30 percent of Azerbaijani respondents admitted paying a bribe during the previous year.55 A recent independent investigation described corruption in Azerbaijan as “an integral part of the governance regime:”


    Corruption is considered a significant challenge, not simply as a result of bribe taxes and administrative barriers, which are pervasive, but also through direct ownership and control of large holding companies by political leaders and their families. The deeply dysfunctional organizations of the public sector rest on vested interests, patronage-based incentive structures, and ingrained patterns of behavior that include significant rent extraction, particularly from the non-oil economy, with minimal checks and balances from Parliament, the private sector, and civil society.56


    Third, there seems to be general consensus that Azerbaijani civil society organizations and political parties remain institutionally weak. The weakness of civil society is the result of “unfavorable” Soviet legacies and restrictive state policies in the post-independence period.57 The political opposition consists of some 40 small parties, most of which are organized around leaders rather than programmatic party platforms.58 The largest opposition parties with some degree of stability have been two Popular Front splinter parties: the Popular Front party (APF) and Musavat. Both parties have been marginalized by government repression, especially in the aftermath of the 2003 presidential and the 2005 parliamentary elections.59


    



    Table 2: Elections to the Milli Mejlis (the Azerbaijani Legislature)


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            Number of Seats

          
        


        
          	
            

          

          	
            1st call

          

          	
            2nd call

          

          	
            3rd call

          

          	
            4th call

          
        


        
          	
            Party Name

          

          	
            1995

          

          	
            2000 - 2001

          

          	
            2005 - 2006

          

          	
            2010

          
        


        
          	
            New Azerbaijan Party (YAP)

          

          	
            54

          

          	
            75

          

          	
            61

          

          	
            71

          
        


        
          	
            Independent/No party affiliation

          

          	
            55

          

          	
            30

          

          	
            46

          

          	
            41

          
        


        
          	
            Azerbaijan Popular Front Party

          

          	
            4

          

          	
            6

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Musavat Party

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            5

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            National Independence Party

          

          	
            4

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Civic Solidarity Party (VHP)

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            3

          

          	
            3

          

          	
            3

          
        


        
          	
            Ana Vatan (Motherland) (AVP)

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            2

          
        


        
          	
            Democratic Independence Party

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Azerbaijan Communist Party (AKP)

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Social Prosperity/Welfare Party

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Democratic Entrepreneurs Party

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Social Justice Party

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Yurddash (Compatriot) Party

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Alliance for the sake of Azerbaijan

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Whole Azerbaijan Popular Front

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            Justice Party

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Great Creation Party

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Umid (Hope)

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Civic Unity Party

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Azerbaijan Democratic Reform

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            United People’s Front

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            National Rebirth Movement

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            1

          
        


        
          	
            Total

          

          	
            124

          

          	
            124

          

          	
            125

          

          	
            125

          
        

      
    


    


    



    Note: There might be minor inaccuracies as sources slightly disagree. Data for 1995 and 2010 from IPU Parline database; 2000/01 data from OSCE/ODIHR Final report 2001; 2005 data from Kara 2007 (Table 1, 723)


    Sources: IPU Parline database, at http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/parlinesearch.asp; Republic of Azerbaijan, Parliamentary Elections, 5 November 2000 & 7 January 2001, OSCE/ODIHR Final Report, 2001, at http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/azerbaijan/14265; Ahmet Kara. 2007. “The Parliamentary elections in Azerbaijan, November 2005 and May 2006,” Electoral Studies 26: 3, 720-24.


    


    



    The weakness of the political opposition stems from both the shortsightedness of opposition party leaders and regime repression. Despite their ability to mobilize thousands for their rallies in the past, the opposition’s organizational capacities have been rather limited. As Ottaway pointed out, the initial APF “had many supporters but was a weak organization.”60 Already in the mid-1990s observers held the view that the opposition was “too weak and divided to mount a serious challenge to Aliyev,” and even the return of former president Elchibey to Baku in 1997 after four years of domestic exile was seen as a sign of the authorities’ confidence to deal with the “enfeebled” opposition.61 A National Democratic Institute (NDI) report described opposition parties in 1995 as “tiny organizations with limited resources and organizational strength.”62 Splits within the Popular Front most certainly contributed to that organization’s weakness. But most important, it was regime suppression that produced a situation starting from 1995 that although opposition candidates were allowed to compete for political offices, their presence in the legislature has been extremely marginal. Table 2 shows legislative seat distribution in the 125-member Milli Mejlis, the Azerbaijani legislative assembly. The parliamentary election results show a strong tendency toward fluidity of parties and very limited representation of political opposition. Elections are routinely rigged in the incumbent’s and the ruling party’s favor.63


    Much has been written about opposition parties and their potential role in bringing about democratic change in general,64 and Azerbaijan, in particular.65 However, the political opposition was weak already by the time of the first legislative elections in 1995, in which the APF and Musavat candidates together received only 5 seats in the parliament (see Table 2). The November 2010 parliamentary election results confirmed the dominant position of the ruling YAP. According to poll results, the YAP won 71 seats, “independent” candidates (most of whom are regime loyalists) - 41, and the “official” opposition parties (the APF party and Musavat) gained no seats in the legislature.66


    In sum, this section presented a brief discussion of the origins and consolidation of the Aliyev regime and pointed to three key characteristics of the post-1993 domestic political system. This domestic environment provides the context for the analysis of the relationship between oil and regime survival in the next section.


    Oil and Its Effects


    Oil and the Economy


    Azerbaijan’s economy has traditionally been dominated by petroleum. After World War II, the Soviet policymakers decided to develop the oil and gas fields in Siberia, which became the priority areas for investments. As a result, in 1969 oil production in Azerbaijan SSR declined and the recession lasted until 1985. Since 1985 production stabilized at around 13 million tons per year and dropped further after independence in 1991, reaching the lowest levels at around 9 million tons in 1996-1997 (see Figure 1).67 In September 1994, the first oil contract was signed between the State Oil Company of Azerbaijan (SOCAR) and a consortium of foreign energy companies. Given favorable prices, it is estimated that Azerbaijan will earn about $200 billion in total revenue.


    Today Azerbaijan’s oil reserves are estimated at 7 billion barrels (b/bbl) (1 billion tons) and 30 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of natural gas (compare to Kazakhstan’s oil reserves 39.8 b/bbl and Turkmenistan’s gas at 265 Tcf).68 The country’s oil and gas reserves account for 0.5 and 0.7 percent of global reserves of oil and natural gas respectively. Most of Azerbaijan’s oil output (80 percent in 2010) comes from the giant Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli (ACG) oil field. The largest natural gas deposit is the Shah Deniz field. Oil production currently stands at 1 million barrels per day (bbl/d) and is expected to peak by 2014 and then start to decline to be completely exhausted in 20-25 years (see Figure 1).69


    


    



    Figure 1. Azerbaijan: Crude Oil Production, 1980-2010 (in thousand of metric tons)


    


    [image: 2205.png]


    


    Source: IMF Republic of Azerbaijan Article IV Consultation reports, various years, at http://www.imf.org/external/country/aze/index.htm; The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan; SOCAR


    


    In the wake of the Soviet collapse, Azerbaijan experienced a dramatic decline in economic performance, which was one of the worst even by post-Soviet standards. The conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh aggravated economic recovery. From 1992 to 1995, the country’s real GDP growth was negative. In 1993, the economy declined 23.1 percent (see Table 3). During this time, real GDP fell by more than 70 percent. Government revenues dropped considerably while spending remained high due to military mobilization. As a result, large fiscal deficits accumulated during 1992-1994. To deal with this challenge of mitigating the economic crisis and its ramifications, the government pursued a reform program to establish basic market institutions and partial liberalization. In early 1995, the Aliyev government implemented an economic stabilization reform program guided by the World Bank. Small-scale enterprises were privatized, the fiscal system was modernized, and general macroeconomic conditions were stabilized. GDP began to recover in 1996. But, most important, the government promoted foreign investments in the energy sector.


    



    


    Table 3: Real GDP Growth (annual percentage change)


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            1991


            

          

          	
            1992


            

          

          	
            1993


            

          

          	
            1994


            

          

          	
            1995


            

          

          	
            1996


            

          

          	
            1997


            

          

          	
            1998


            

          

          	
            1999


            

          

          	
            2000


            

          
        


        
          	
            Whole economy

          

          	
            -0.7


            

          

          	
            -22.6


            

          

          	
            -23.1


            

          

          	
            -19.7


            

          

          	
            -11.8


            

          

          	
            1.3


            

          

          	
            5.8


            

          

          	
            10


            

          

          	
            7.4


            

          

          	
            11.1


            

          
        


        
          	
            Oil sector

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -6.7


            

          

          	
            -6


            

          

          	
            -1.6


            

          

          	
            -3.6


            

          

          	
            23.1


            

          

          	
            20


            

          

          	
            2.3


            

          
        


        
          	
            Non-oil sector

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -22


            

          

          	
            -14.3


            

          

          	
            1.8


            

          

          	
            7.8


            

          

          	
            7.5


            

          

          	
            4.7


            

          

          	
            12.8


            

          
        

      
    



    


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            2001


            

          

          	
            2002


            

          

          	
            2003


            

          

          	
            2004


            

          

          	
            2005


            

          

          	
            2006


            

          

          	
            2007


            

          

          	
            2008


            

          

          	
            2009


            

          

          	
            2010


            

          
        


        
          	
            9


            

          

          	
            8.1


            

          

          	
            10.5


            

          

          	
            10.4


            

          

          	
            24.3


            

          

          	
            34.5


            

          

          	
            25


            

          

          	
            10.8


            

          

          	
            9.3


            

          

          	
            5


            

          
        


        
          	
            7.9


            

          

          	
            3.9


            

          

          	
            0.6


            

          

          	
            2.5


            

          

          	
            65.4


            

          

          	
            62


            

          

          	
            37.3


            

          

          	
            6.9


            

          

          	
            14.8


            

          

          	
            1.3


            

          
        


        
          	
            10.4


            

          

          	
            12.3


            

          

          	
            15.3


            

          

          	
            13.8


            

          

          	
            8.4


            

          

          	
            11.9


            

          

          	
            11.5


            

          

          	
            15.7


            

          

          	
            3.0


            

          

          	
            4.2


            

          
        

      
    


    


    


    Source: IMF Republic of Azerbaijan Article IV Consultation reports, various years, at http://www.imf.org/external/country/aze/index.htm


    



    


    The first “new” oil started to be exported in late 1997 through the so-called “Early Oil” Northern Route (Baku-Novorossiysk). The second pipeline from Baku to Supsa on the Black Sea became operational in 1999. Inflows from early oil exports, signature bonuses and foreign direct investments brought in much-needed foreign exchange. Net foreign exchange earnings were substantial already in 1996-1999. The launch of Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli in 1997 marked the beginning of growth in oil output.70 The first post-Soviet oil was produced from an offshore platform on November 7, 1997, from the $8 billion Azerbaijan International Operating Company (AIOC) fields, to be transported to Novorossiysk on Russia’s Black Sea.71 A third pipeline to carry oil from the ACG oil field, the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline, was inaugurated in 2005. Exports through this route began in July 2006. The South Caucasus gas pipeline (Baku-Tbilisi-Erzerum) became operational in 2006. The ACG project, the Shah Deniz project, the BTC, and the South Caucasus pipeline attracted $25 billion in total investment as of 2008.72


    Stabilizing effects: spending and repression


    Starting from 1994, Azerbaijan began to receive substantial amounts of foreign direct investment (FDI) and bonuses. The bonuses helped maintain fiscal balance before the oil boom. Between 1995 and 2000, the government received $673 million in oil bonuses from foreign oil companies,73 covering on average 62 percent of budget deficits in the given period.74 Between 1995 and 2001, net FDI inflows into the Azerbaijani economy were $3.7 billion.75 Most FDI went to the state-controlled oil and gas sector and, according to Bayulgen, these inflows “significantly empowered the political fortunes of authoritarian leaders [in Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan] by giving them a symbolic vote of confidence from outside and stimulating economic growth.”76


    Oil prices began to rise in 1999 and reached $64 per barrel in 2006. The Azerbaijani government took full advantage of the rising world oil price. GDP growth was impressive between 2003 and 2008, reaching the world record high of 34.5 percent in 2006. What is clear, however, is that high growth performance was driven largely by the more than 60 percent growth of oil GDP. Thanks to oil revenues, the state budget grew tenfold, from $1.2 billion in 2003 to more than $11 billion in 2010.77 GDP per capita increased from below $2,000 levels in the mid-1990s to more than $9,000 in 2010 (see Table 4). The poverty rate was reduced significantly, from nearly 50 percent in 2001 to 15.8 percent in 2008.78


    With the start of the oil boom in 2003, as windfall revenues were flowing in, the government embarked upon massive public spending. Since 2006 the government tripled the level of spending to finance public investment projects in the social welfare sector, public sector salaries and infrastructure projects.79 As Table 5 shows, government revenue increased from 2 billion manats in 2004 to more than 19 billion manats in 2008. Oil revenues accounted for a large part of this increase. Total expenditure almost doubled from 5 billion manats in 2006 to above 10 billion manats in 2008.


    



    


    Table 4: Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia: GDP per capita at Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) (in current international U.S. dollars)


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            1990

          

          	
            1991

          

          	
            1992

          

          	
            1993

          

          	
            1994

          

          	
            1995

          

          	
            1996

          

          	
            1997

          

          	
            1998

          

          	
            1999

          
        


        
          	
            Azerbaijan

          

          	
            3,433

          

          	
            3,471

          

          	
            2,702

          

          	
            2,091

          

          	
            1,690

          

          	
            1,508

          

          	
            1,539

          

          	
            1,644

          

          	
            1,815

          

          	
            1,960

          
        


        
          	
            Armenia

          

          	
            2,122

          

          	
            1,955

          

          	
            1,183

          

          	
            1,128

          

          	
            1,243

          

          	
            1,388

          

          	
            1,520

          

          	
            1,619

          

          	
            1,775

          

          	
            1,872

          
        


        
          	
            Georgia

          

          	
            4,433

          

          	
            3,591

          

          	
            2,005

          

          	
            1,437

          

          	
            1,328

          

          	
            1,431

          

          	
            1,662

          

          	
            1,906

          

          	
            2,011

          

          	
            2,115

          
        

      
    



    


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            2000

          

          	
            2001

          

          	
            2002

          

          	
            2003

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          

          	
            2006

          

          	
            2007

          

          	
            2008

          

          	
            2009

          

          	
            2010

          
        


        
          	
            2,207

          

          	
            2,461

          

          	
            2,746

          

          	
            3,096

          

          	
            3,478

          

          	
            4,496

          

          	
            6,176

          

          	
            7,86

          

          	
            8,714

          

          	
            9,499

          

          	
            9,943

          
        


        
          	
            2.035

          

          	
            2,287

          

          	
            2,635

          

          	
            3,070

          

          	
            3,485

          

          	
            4,096

          

          	
            4,782

          

          	
            5,591

          

          	
            6,098

          

          	
            5,320

          

          	
            5,463

          
        


        
          	
            2,218

          

          	
            2,394

          

          	
            2,584

          

          	
            2,951

          

          	
            3,220

          

          	
            3,611

          

          	
            4,044

          

          	
            4,687

          

          	
            4,905

          

          	
            4,776

          

          	
            5,073

          
        

      
    


    


    


    Source: The World Bank database, at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD


    



    


    Table 5: Public Finances


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          

          	
            2006

          

          	
            2007

          

          	
            2008

          

          	
            2009

          

          	
            2010

          
        


        
          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            (prel.)

          

          	
            (proj.)

          
        


        
          	
            Total Revenue

          

          	
            2,288

          

          	
            3,132

          

          	
            5,248

          

          	
            8,007

          

          	
            19,426

          

          	
            14,368

          

          	
            20,073

          
        


        
          	
            Oil Revenue

          

          	
            864

          

          	
            1,221

          

          	
            2,667

          

          	
            4,305

          

          	
            14,600

          

          	
            9,461

          

          	
            14,552

          
        


        
          	
            Non-Oil Revenue

          

          	
            1,425

          

          	
            1,922

          

          	
            2,585

          

          	
            3,701

          

          	
            4,826

          

          	
            4,907

          

          	
            5,521

          
        


        
          	
            Total Expenditure

          

          	
            2,207

          

          	
            2,839

          

          	
            5,134

          

          	
            7,356

          

          	
            11,829

          

          	
            12,027

          

          	
            12,466

          
        


        
          	
            Total Expenditure (in percent of GDP)

          

          	
            26

          

          	
            23

          

          	
            27

          

          	
            26

          

          	
            31

          

          	
            35

          

          	
            30

          
        

      
    


    


    


    



    Note: in million of Azerbaijani manat unless otherwise specified.


    Source: IMF, Republic of Azerbaijan Article IV Consultation, various years


    



    An important role in public revenue management is played by the state oil fund, SOFAZ, whose current assets exceed $33 billion (as of October 1, 2012). Based on the World Bank’s estimates, these holdings may reach $100 billion in the next ten years.80 SOFAZ assets have been used to finance housing for refugees, infrastructural projects, student education abroad and the government’s share in the BTC pipeline. But expenditures from SOFAZ consist mainly of transfers to the state budget (78 percent of the total amount). As Table 6 shows, as of 2012 a total amount of nearly $44.7 billion was transferred from fund assets to the state budget. Budget transfers from SOFAZ increased substantially since 2007, from 32 percent of budget revenue in 2008 to 60 percent in 2012.81 These figures imply an increased budget reliance on transfers from SOFAZ, which may harm taxation.82


    



    


    Table 6: State Oil Fund (SOFAZ) Assets and Transfers to the State Budget (in millions of U.S. dollars)


    
      
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Year

          

          	
            Assets (at year-end)

          

          	
            Transfers to state budget*

          
        


        
          	
            2000

          

          	
            270

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            2001

          

          	
            492

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            2002

          

          	
            692

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            2003

          

          	
            817

          

          	
            127

          
        


        
          	
            2004

          

          	
            964

          

          	
            165

          
        


        
          	
            2005

          

          	
            1,394

          

          	
            191

          
        


        
          	
            2006

          

          	
            1,455

          

          	
            745

          
        


        
          	
            2007

          

          	
            2,475

          

          	
            745

          
        


        
          	
            2008

          

          	
            11,219

          

          	
            4,838

          
        


        
          	
            2009

          

          	
            14,900

          

          	
            6,257

          
        


        
          	
            2010

          

          	
            22,767

          

          	
            7,530

          
        


        
          	
            2011

          

          	
            29,800

          

          	
            11,469

          
        


        
          	
            2012

          

          	
            33,192

          

          	
            12,623

          
        


        
          	
            

          

          	
            Total amount**: 33,192

          

          	
            Total amount: 44,690

          
        

      
    


    


    


    



    Note: author’s calculations; *original data on budget transfers in Azerbaijani manat converted to current (2012) U.S. dollars; 2012 figure projected. ** as of October 1, 2012.


    Sources: Statistical reports of the State Oil Fund: http://www.oilfund.az/en_US/hesabatlar-ve-statistika/son-reqemler.asp; SOFAZ Annual Report 2010, at http://www.oilfund.az/pub/uploads/annual_2010en.pdf, SOFAZ Annual Report 2011, http://www.oilfund.az/uploads/annual_2011en.pdf; Budget.az (data on transfers to the state budget), at http://www.budget.az/budget/main?content=526


    



    


    Vast oil revenues allowed the government to keep a large part of the population employed in the public sector, which is one indicator often used to estimate the extent of patronage possibilities.83 By this metric, Azerbaijan has a bloated public sector. In 2000, there were 1.3 million employees in the public sector.84 SOCAR alone had 58,000 employees in 1993 and 65,083 in 2009.85 The country has a large number of state-owned enterprises. Of 74,534 enterprises that existed in 2007, 11,666 were state-owned.86 A large part of the country’s population is employed in the public sector, including the government sector and state-owned enterprises. In 2008, the public sector employment accounted for 36.4 percent of total employment and 18.5 percent of the total population of more than 8 million people.87


    Despite a significant reduction in the poverty rate, social inequalities are still high.88 Disparities in wealth may cause social discontent and the government seems to be aware of this possibility. The availability of extra funds helps. During “bad times” the president taps into the oil fund to finance public spending, which relieves social tensions inherent in societies with high levels of social inequality. As a former presidential adviser remarked: “The government is trying now to decrease tensions by increasing salaries and making life a little bit better. They want to undercut support for the opposition.”89


    Repression is a second mechanism, after patronage spending, linking oil revenues and regime stability. The onset of the oil boom in Azerbaijan was followed by two developments that provide support for the repression effect: increased spending on the coercive apparatuses, and increased violations of human rights (state repression). Budget defense spending increased from about 2 percent of GDP in 2003 to 3.4 in 2006 (see Table 7). In 2006, defense overtook education as the largest expenditure item in the state budget. Details of security-related spending are not available, but it is known that part of the military budget in Azerbaijan is allocated to the internal security forces.90 The government also disproportionately raised wages for police officers.91


    



    


    Table 7: State Budget Expenditure (in percent of GDP)


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            State Budget Expenditure

          

          	
            2003

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          

          	
            2006

          
        


        
          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          

          	
            

          
        


        
          	
            General government services*

          

          	
            1.4

          

          	
            1.6

          

          	
            1.3

          

          	
            2.2

          
        


        
          	
            Defense

          

          	
            1.9

          

          	
            2.1

          

          	
            2.3

          

          	
            3.4

          
        


        
          	
            Public order and justice

          

          	
            1.7

          

          	
            1.9

          

          	
            1.6

          

          	
            1.5

          
        


        
          	
            Education

          

          	
            3.3

          

          	
            3.6

          

          	
            3.0

          

          	
            2.6

          
        


        
          	
            Health

          

          	
            0.8

          

          	
            0.9

          

          	
            0.9

          

          	
            0.9

          
        


        
          	
            Social security

          

          	
            3.0

          

          	
            2.8

          

          	
            2.4

          

          	
            1.8

          
        


        
          	
            Agriculture

          

          	
            0.8

          

          	
            0.7

          

          	
            0.8

          

          	
            0.7

          
        


        
          	
            Public works, transport, and communications

          

          	
            1.1

          

          	
            2

          

          	
            2.1

          

          	
            5.2

          
        


        
          	
            Total expenditure (including investment)

          

          	
            16.4

          

          	
            18.4

          

          	
            16.6

          

          	
            19.9

          
        

      
    



    


    


    
      
        
      

      
        
          	
            Note: * includes the Presidency, Cabinet of Ministers, and Parliament.

          
        


        
          	
            Source: IMF Republic of Azerbaijan Article IV Consultation reports, various years, at http://www.imf.org/external/country/aze/index.htm

          
        

      
    


    


    


    



    Studies show that oil-exporting states may be more repressive (increased violations of personal integrity rights) than non-oil states.92 Despite its democratic rhetoric, beginning already in late 1993, the regime used repression, arrests and other means to intimidate opposition activists and to silence regime critics.93


    



    Figure 2. Press Freedom in Azerbaijan, 2002-2011
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    Note: the higher the score the worse the situation with press freedom for that year is.


    Source: Reporters Without Borders, Press Freedom Index, various years, at http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2011-2012,1043.html


    



    


    One of the unfortunate observations about human rights in Azerbaijan within the last decade or so is the increasing number of human rights violations, especially rights relating to media freedoms and freedom of expression.94 Journalists are being intimidated, blackmailed, jailed; bloggers imprisoned on trumped-up charges; political and civil society activists unlawfully detained for participating in protest rallies.95 In 2012, the Council of Europe’s rapporteur Christoph Straesser produced a report on the situation with human rights in Azerbaijan, focusing specifically on “political prisoners.” The Straesser report shows a shift in the target group of political repression.96 If in the past, politically motivated arrests and detentions consisted of para-military opponents and conspiring rivals, since the early 2000s the official opposition, civil society activists, journalists and bloggers have been the main target groups. The 2011 U.S. State Department Human Rights Report covering 2010 refers to the appalling statistics that “during the year there were 106 incidents involving verbal or physical assaults on journalists, compared with 51 such cases in 2009.”97 In 2011, more than 50 journalists were subjected to harassment.98A new assessment covering the first half of 2012 reports that at the time of writing there were eight journalists in Azerbaijani jails, imprisoned on various politically motivated charges.99 In January 2009, the government stopped radio broadcasts by the BBC, RFE/RL’s Azerbaijani Service, and the Voice of America. This decision effectively shut off citizen access to sources of independent news. In addition, as argued by Pearce and Kendzior, the regime feels increasingly threatened by growing numbers of Internet users who can be mobilized for protest activities through online networks and social media.100


    One reason why journalists and youth activists have become the main target and perceived as a threat in recent years can be related to the governing elite’s desire to hide information about flows of oil revenues and the misappropriation of public funds by elite members. Greater transparency may provoke democratic uprisings, if citizens start noticing that the ruler is squandering the nation’s oil wealth.101 The Azerbaijani leadership fears that if journalists, activists and bloggers are allowed to exercise fully their freedoms, including freedom to seek and share information and freedom of speech, stories of grand corruption will be revealed and freely disseminated to the public and regime legitimacy will be undermined, as a result. It is known that a large portion of oil profits is spent through SOCAR, which is far from being transparent.102 In fact, the state-owned company discloses limited information about its financial flows, and details of how it spends billions remain undisclosed. Further limits to public access to corporate information introduced by parliament in the summer of 2012 also serve this purpose of concealing rent capturing, patronage, and corruption fueled by oil windfall revenues.103 Indeed, as can be seen in Figure 2, there has been a significant deterioration in the situation with the freedom of the press between 2004 and 2011, which roughly coincides with the oil boom.


    In sum, repression has been used extensively by the regime to crack down on its opponents and to restrict media freedoms, which in tandem with increased public spending, has proven to be critical in deflating pressures for political liberalization and democratization from below.


    Adverse effects


    Already in 1998 there were signs of Dutch disease due to an increase in FDI inflows. These included inflation, real exchange rate appreciation and the crowding out of non-oil industries. The windfall revenues magnified these pressures on the economy. Soviet-era industries, such as agriculture and oil equipment manufacturing, have contracted.104 Most severe effects were mitigated by saving revenues in the oil fund, which keeps its assets abroad. Despite this, high levels of inflation and high non-oil fiscal deficits were recurrent problems.


    Oil price volatility also had a negative impact on the economy. The most serious adverse effect was the impact of the 2008 global crisis. As a result of the crisis, non-oil GDP growth slowed from 16 percent in 2008 to 3 percent in 2009. The crisis caused fiscal oil revenues to fall by 35 percent in 2009, hurting construction and non-oil manufacturing.105 Despite these effects, Azerbaijan was able to avoid the most serious consequences of the crisis thanks to fiscal resources accumulated during previous years.106 As economic experts pointed out, “saving commodity windfalls in several resource-rich countries has mitigated the impact of commodity price volatility while it has helped several countries to smooth the impact of the ongoing financial crisis.”107 Another impact of the crisis, it is said, was that that the government realized the importance of diversifying the economy.108 At the January 2009 forum in Davos Ilham Aliyev said, “In the future this [infrastructure projects] will allow us not to think about the oil price. Oil should just be good insurance and money that we accumulated in the oil fund should be good protection from any kind of crisis.”109


    Resource dependence and (non)diversification


    But what is the government’s actual record on progress with diversification?


    According to World Bank reports, after independence Azerbaijan had a number of initial advantages its governments could have relied on in pursuing development, if they so wished. These include an educated workforce and relatively diversified industrial and agricultural sectors.110 For instance, during Soviet times the country was a major center for petroleum equipment manufacturing and supplied 65 percent of the former Soviet Union’s demand for such equipment. Despite these initial advantages, however, policymakers chose to focus all efforts on developing only one sector: oil extraction and production. As a result, the country’s exports are highly concentrated (oil and oil products) and the economy is highly dependent on oil rents.


    Diversification and the development of the non-oil economy have become part of everyday political discourse recently. The development of the non-oil sector is identified as one of the goals in “The Long-Term Strategy on the Management of Oil and Gas Revenues.”111 It was declared a priority of economic policy in 2009.112 One of the concrete measures taken by the government in 2006 was to set up an investment company with an initial budget of US$100 million to provide loans to non-oil business.113 However, Azerbaijan’s economy remains highly reliant on oil. By the 2000s, given the share of oil in exports, Azerbaijan became a “monocrop” economy.114 Esanov and colleagues present several indicators showing that resource dependence increased over time (while the incentives to promote private economic activities decreased).115 Export concentration can serve as a proxy to measure diversification with higher levels of export concentration indicating lower levels of diversification.116 The share of oil exports in total exports increased from 66 percent in 1996 to 97 percent in 2008. The role of oil rents in the overall economy also increased from around 24 percent of GDP in 1994 to 56 percent in 2007-08 (see Figure 3 and Table 8). On export diversification indicators (measured as “number of equivalent products at SITC 3-digits”), the number of exported products decreased from 2005 to 2009 with the main commodity being fuels.117 In sum, the level of Azerbaijan’s resource dependence has increased in the last 10 years.


    



    


    Figure 3. Fuel Exports as a % of Merchandise Exports
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    Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators, at http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do


    



    


    Table 8 – Resource (Oil) Dependence in Azerbaijan


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            

          

          	
            1990

          

          	
            1991

          

          	
            1992

          

          	
            1993

          

          	
            1994

          

          	
            1995

          

          	
            1996

          

          	
            1997

          

          	
            1998

          

          	
            1999

          
        


        
          	
            Oil rents


            (% of GDP)

          

          	
            19

          

          	
            15

          

          	
            23

          

          	
            24

          

          	
            24

          

          	
            28

          

          	
            33

          

          	
            24

          

          	
            15

          

          	
            27

          
        


        
          	
            Fuel exports


            (% of merchandise exports)

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            -

          

          	
            66

          

          	
            61

          

          	
            69

          

          	
            79

          
        

      
    



    


    


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            2000

          

          	
            2001

          

          	
            2002

          

          	
            2003

          

          	
            2004

          

          	
            2005

          

          	
            2006

          

          	
            2007

          

          	
            2008

          

          	
            2009

          

          	
            2010

          
        


        
          	
            44

          

          	
            35

          

          	
            34

          

          	
            35

          

          	
            40

          

          	
            56

          

          	
            62

          

          	
            56

          

          	
            56

          

          	
            40

          

          	
            -

          
        


        
          	
            85

          

          	
            91

          

          	
            89

          

          	
            86

          

          	
            82

          

          	
            77

          

          	
            85

          

          	
            81

          

          	
            97

          

          	
            93

          

          	
            95

          
        

      
    


    



    Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators, at http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do


    



    


    In relative terms, the share of manufacturing as a percentage of GDP has declined from an average of 17 percent of GDP in the first five years after independence (1991-95) to 8 percent between 1996-2000 and 2000-05 to 5 percent in 2005-10. This drop means that in 2010 manufactures contributed to GDP a third of what they had in the first years of independence. The share of agriculture, once a significant part of the country’s economy, also declined dramatically from about 30 percent in the first half of the 1990s to 21 percent in the second half of the 1990s. In the early 2000s, the average was 13 percent and between 2005-10 it fell to 7 percent (see Table 9). Developing agriculture is considered an important component of diversification.118 The agricultural sector employs 40 percent of the labor force. (For comparison, the oil sector employs less than 1 percent of the working population). The agricultural sector’s current share in GDP constitutes only 5.2 percent (2010) and during 2010 agriculture performed poorly, contracting by 2.2 percent after 3.5 percent growth in 2009.119 There has been a noticeable decline in the once promising cotton industry as indicated by drop in cotton exports from 502 (1,000 480-lb. bales) in 1990 to a meager 50 (1,000 480-lb. bales) in 2012.120


    



    


    Table 9: Share of Manufacturing and Agriculture in GDP (percent of GDP), 1991-2010


    


    
      
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	

          	
            Manufacturing

          

          	
            Agriculture

          
        


        
          	
            1991-1995

          

          	
            17

          

          	
            30

          
        


        
          	
            1996-2000

          

          	
            8

          

          	
            21

          
        


        
          	
            2001-2005

          

          	
            8

          

          	
            13

          
        


        
          	
            2006-2010

          

          	
            5

          

          	
            7

          
        

      
    



    


    


    Note: figures are 5-year averages


    Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators, available at http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do


    



    


    What can explain the government’s poor record in diversification so far? Three factors provide a plausible explanation. First, the development of alternative sectors requires costly investments. Second, the status quo elites may resist and subvert the leader’s attempts to diversify. And third, genuine diversification will create alternative bases of economic wealth (and power) outside the control of the regime, which is politically risky.


    Policy learning


    Although Azerbaijan is an old oil producer, it had little experience in managing its oil wealth until after independence in 1991.121 An important step taken by the government in the direction of effective revenue management was the creation by a presidential decree of an oil fund in December 1999. SOFAZ was established both as a savings fund and a sterilization mechanism against the Dutch disease syndrome. SOFAZ also operates as a deficit-financing source.122 The Fund accumulates all revenues associated with Azerbaijan’s post-Soviet energy production and invests its assets in securities with a good credit rating abroad.


    Management of the Fund is composed of the President (of the Republic), the Fund’s Executive Director (appointed by the president), and the Supervisory Board (also appointed by the president).123 The Statute of SOFAZ, approved in December 2000, establishes the accountability of the fund directly to the president. Only the president “assigns” rights and responsibilities (article 1.6). The assets of the fund are “utilized in accordance with the main directions … approved by the President” (article 4.1). Moreover, any changes to the Statute should be approved by the President (article 7), who has the sole power to liquidate the fund (article 8).124


    But how did the Azerbaijani policymakers actually come to set up an oil fund? Policy learning provides the key to explaining this outcome.


    Policy decisions of one country are typically informed by policies and programs implemented by other countries. If a policy was successful in achieving desired goals elsewhere, it is transferred and implemented.125 International institutions and epistemic communities often work as conduits for policy diffusion by helping transmit positive policy solutions and models. Policy transfer can be defined as “the process by which knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political system (past or present) is used in the development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political system”.126 Policy diffusion is often clustered spatially or temporally “such as neighboring countries adopting similar policies or an adoption pattern that is characterized by waves.”127 Weyland explains how countries draw lessons and borrow solutions from other countries: “Given the difficulty of producing viable programs, policymakers are receptive to external inputs and eager to learn from foreign models and experiences. They pay attention to innovations adopted by other nations …[and] international organizations such as the World Bank also serve as ‘teachers.’”128


    The international financial institutions (IFIs), the IMF and World Bank, served as a channel through which the policies were transferred: “The IMF was very active in Azerbaijan from the very beginning of the generation of oil and gas revenues and it has offered many recommendations on this subject to the Azeri government.”129 Already in 1998, the IMF recommended the Azerbaijani government to create an oil fund to manage adverse exogenous shocks.130 According to the economists at the IMF, the introduction of an oil fund helped a number of resource-rich countries to solve problems related to Dutch disease effects and to shield their economies from potential external supply shocks. Norway’s State Petroleum Fund (established in 1990) and Kuwait’s Future Generations Fund (set up in 1976), were presented as successful examples. Fluctuations of oil prices were shown as especially destabilizing. Nigeria, Venezuela and Mexico, all suffered from the drop in oil prices in the early 1990s. Earlier in the 1980s, Norway and Oman were victims of oil price shocks. This negative experience stimulated the search for a mechanism to protect the domestic economy and the solution was found in creating oil funds, which although diverging in their institutional structure and operational modes have the same purpose of stabilizing fiscal revenue.


    The World Bank provided policy advice as well. When asked in 1998 whether the government of Azerbaijan was prepared to cope with the coming windfall revenue Tevfik Yaprak, the World Bank’s Resident Representative in Baku, pointed out the extent of policy input the Azerbaijani authorities received from the IFIs:


    The current government could not handle such wealth, not because of personalities, but because war and political instability since independence had left the country without the necessary financial structures...The government has done a lot on macroeconomic stabilization and structural adjustment in the last three years. In most cases this has been substantially or wholly done by the International Monetary Fund or the World Bank... Five years down the road when Azerbaijan starts to receive oil money, the policy dialogue between the World Bank and the government will fade away as they will not need support ...But the policy decisions they are facing will become much more complicated. They will lose two of their most important advisers. If they can’t develop institutions to deal with this, you can see the outcome.131


    Azerbaijan followed the IFIs’ advice.132 In January/February 2000, the government sent a high-ranking delegation to Norway to learn from the “Norwegian model.” During the trip, the delegation met with Norwegian officials and familiarized themselves with the legal framework and operational mechanisms of the Norwegian oil fund. SOCAR’s president, who led the delegation, said after the mission returned to Baku: “We acquainted ourselves with the functions and mission of the Norwegian oil fund, with the goals toward which funds are disbursed, and the sources of replenishment,” but added that, “careful study of the Norwegian experience does not mean our fund will use the same scheme. Azerbaijan will work out its own mechanism for administering the Oil Fund.”133 In a similar vein, the Fund’s webpage acknowledges that the experience of other countries was used:


    There are similar funds in some other countries of the world with similar to the State Oil Fund of the Republic of Azerbaijan features. At the time of creation of the State Oil Fund, the experience of these funds was used as the reference point alongside with consideration of local peculiarities and present needs. A single model equally accommodating the point of accumulation of oil revenues for future generations and use of revenues for the solution of the problems of present generation was selected.134


    Learning from foreign models and adjusting them to domestic conditions resulted in choosing an institutional design that subordinated the Fund to the chief executive: “The distinctive feature of SOFAZ is its ultimate subordination to a single agent, in the person of the president, in that the establishment, regulatory, and asset management decrees were all determined by the president.”135


    There were three reasons why the government decided to create an oil fund through policy transfer. First, the government realized that effective revenue management was instrumental to maintaining economic stability. Second, creation of an oil fund was a good way to demonstrate to Western governments and investors, as well as domestic civil society groups, its commitment to transparency. Third, the government wanted to keep good relations with the IFIs, which provided financial support and policy advice in many policy areas. The IFIs demanded that the Azerbaijani authorities adopt a set of rules for proper management of oil wealth. In other words, “conditionality” also played a role.136


    The Fund is held to be transparent. It received the UN Public Service Award in the category of “Improving transparency, accountability and responsiveness in the public service” and was certified as compliant by the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) in 2009.137 In 2007, the Fund got the highest score for transparency among sovereign wealth funds on a par with Norway.138 The Fund’s staff is about 70 professional cadres, many of whom were educated or trained abroad. One journalist even likened SOFAZ to a Wall Street investment house.139


    Thanks to the “policy dialogue” between the government of Azerbaijan and the IFIs, ideas about how best to solve problems associated with resource curse challenges were made available to the Azerbaijani policymakers. The oil fund has become a crucial instrument of fiscal policy in Azerbaijan. As SOFAZ’s executive, Harvard-graduate, Shahmar Movsumov observed, the Fund functions as “the government’s fiscal sustainability buffer.”140 What is clear, however, is that since the government lacked any prior experience, it relied heavily on knowledge from foreign models, such as Norway’s, and advice from the World Bank and the IMF.141 There were no endogenous sources for developing such policy innovations. Lack of experience meant it would be a learning curve for the government. As the Azerbaijani economist Ingilab Ahmadov pointed out in an interview, “Azerbaijan is learning as it goes along, like any developing country, how to spend its new revenues.”142


    To conclude, the regime has been able to respond to oil’s adverse effects by adopting a successful fiscal policy (setting up a savings fund) based on accumulated knowledge and lessons learned about the problems associated with Dutch disease and fiscal volatility, as transmitted through the World Bank, the IMF, and EITI, and developed limited capacity (with insulated technocratic staff) in the selected key policy area of oil revenue management, which helped the regime to manage the adverse effects of oil and postpone painful diversification. Policy transfer was essential for the government’s ability to mitigate the adverse effects of oil booms and busts.


    Conclusion


    There are two properties of oil that are politically consequential. First, oil is a source of windfall revenue for the state, “manna falling from heaven.” Second, oil is notorious for its volatility. Each of these properties is associated with separate strategies of regime survival. As this study demonstrated, FDI inflows, oil bonuses and oil rents provided a valuable source of patronage for the regime. Oil revenues allowed the president to increase public spending and to expand the patronage network, which limited the space for political opposition groups. Increased spending on coercive structures as well as an increased use of repression against political activists helped keep societal opposition weak. By keeping monopoly control over the media and restricting access to public information, the regime denied citizens the right to scrutinize government expenditure projects.


    But oil also induced shocks that tested the ability of the regime to meet and overcome potential crises. How can we explain that the Azerbaijani regime was able to withstand the adverse effects of oil during the boom years (since 2003) and during the revenue shortfall in 2008? Existing explanations focus on state capacity and robust party coalitions (before oil) as well as on strategies of (non)diversification. The evidence here suggests that neither institutional capacity nor the bureaucratic professionalism of the state was improved when revenues became abundant by the early 2000s. Because of systemic clientelism and corruption, state capacity remained deficient. The ruling party was also a weak institution. There were no sufficiently strong state or regime institutions that the regime could rely on to manage the oil-induced shocks.


    Confronting the adverse effects was a serious challenge. Here the regime faced two dilemmas: 1) between institutional empowerment and the entrenched patron-client structure; and 2) between diversifying the economy and the political risks associated with economic diversification.


    Managing fiscal volatility requires adequate institutions to meet and respond to external shocks. However, stronger institutions will constrain the discretion of the president and limit the scope of patronage. Therefore, comprehensive institutional capacity development was not an option, as it would require the demolition of the established patronage networks and vested interests. That would run counter to the logic of power preservation under personal rule. Personalist leaders are particularly unwilling to develop state and regime institutions, such as governing parties or professionalized bureaucracies, because of the fear that these institutions may turn into autonomous centers of political power that could breed rival elites.143


    A second dilemma is choosing between the benefits of economic diversification and the political risks that the diversification may entail. The possible resentment from the status-quo elites made diversification a very difficult choice both economically and politically. Promoting alternative sectors requires longer time horizons: benefits are not immediate and payoffs are uncertain. As Geddes put it, “many authoritarian regimes resist to undertake market-oriented reforms if the costs of such reforms fall on members of the government and their close supporters.”144 For the status quo elites, diversification means giving away the goose that lays the golden egg. Because of that, diversification was not promoted.


    The regime was able to mitigate the adversity of oil revenues by learning to cope with it. The availability of foreign models as well as expert advice facilitated a policy transfer. The government established an insulated “isle of transparency” in the key policy domain of revenue management. As Chehabi and Linz pointed out, personalist/sultanistic rule is not “incompatible with a certain rationalization of the administration, as long as this rationalization enhances the ability of the ruler and his cronies to extract resources from society.”145 The oil fund has become the government’s key mechanism to mitigate external shocks. The operation of SOFAZ helps the government to maintain macroeconomic stability. But the current equilibrium is hardly sustainable. Hydrocarbon reserves will be depleted in the next 20 years and fiscal balance will begin to decline in 2014.146


    Finally, this study underlined the importance of lesson-drawing as its contribution to a recent strand of comparative research that argues that dictators are good learners.147 As Dobson put it: “Modern authoritarians have successfully honed new techniques, methods, and formulas for preserving power, refashioning dictatorship for the modern age.”148 Policy transfers should be added to autocrats’ toolkit of strategies of control and survival. This study thus complements conditional theories of the “resource curse” by highlighting policy learning and policy diffusion as an important, yet often neglected, variable underlying authoritarian persistence in resource-reliant states.
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